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Introduction


This is a collection of posts to my blog at www.pansophoscope.com. Early in May 2009 I decided to introduce some discipline to my creative urges by posting something online every day. I wanted to set an expectation of daily novelty with the dozen or so people that might look for it, an expectation that I would feel guilty if I didn't meet. Guilt would assist or substitute for discipline.

Also, most of my previous dabblings had been very impressionistic, rarely more than just a scene. So I wanted to concentrate on narrative. I'm not sure how successful I've been at that. You will find here plot outlines, snippets of dialog, jotted phrases, or pastiches of words arranged suggestively into sentences. I wanted at least each posting to be able to serve as the basis for a writing exercise. I believe I can say they are story ideas, not character ideas or setting ideas.

When I first started out I had not learned to take advantage of WordPress's scheduling feature to space out the entries and make sure there was one each day. While editing them for this book I moved some of the dates around to clean that up. However there are still two entries for June 6.

I also edited the entries for spelling, grammar, and to add a little punch here and there. It was fun going through them. I definitely stumbled quite a bit, but many of them I am glad to have written. Well at least I have kept it up every day. Here is the first year.





May 2009




story idea


Sun May 10 2009


Harrison Ford is a pilot. At times he flies his helicopter on rescue missions in Wyoming, where he has his ranch. "Ya gotta do it," he might say on a talk show. But do you? Do you gotta do it? What if you refused to do it, as you might decide not to go into work because you felt lazy that day? Hey it's volunteer work: let somebody else do it. And then you heard later, as you were eating doritos and watching tv, still in your pajamas, that the people you decided were someone else's problem were dead?





story idea: a man and his dog star


Mon May 11 2009


A man walking in the desert comes across a talking dog. The man is walking out from the middle of the desert and is very near a town on the desert edge - only a day or two more at most , and perhaps even hours - when he meets the dog. The dog acts as his counselor from there on out. Because of the dog, the man's journey takes a different direction than he had expected. They don't always agree, and he has to suspect the dog's motives for helping him, but the majority of the time the dog's advice and judgment is sound.

Need to be careful since Harlan Ellison has probably done this better than I ever will: would be worth reading "A Boy and His Dog" before starting. Also should take a look at Olaf's Stapledon's Sirius.





paradise spoiled


Tue May 12 2009


Saw Disney Nature's Earth today, and something struck me. When the elephants got to the inland delta, what must the baboons have been thinking? "Man, it was cool around here before the elephants showed up."

How about other situations where a group enjoys idyllic paradise or some great situation, but it's only for a short time because some other monopolizing or overly consuming group, for example bullies or German tourists, will come and ruin it. And the first people to get there know this, they know it's inevitable. It's a certainty. They know that their paradise is short-lived ...yet they still regret it, even those who can get over their resentment.

What is the specific situation? Settlers, colonists, pioneers. Or keep the animals? Needs some plot development past the arrival of the second group.

Could be as simple, or as low-resource, as two people falling in love. Then they have to deal with a third person coming on the scene. Jealousy, is that really analogous? The paradise of being alone, or alone with. The spoilage of other people that complicate a relationship.





story idea (4)


Wed May 13 2009


The places you see every day, that you will never visit. Little corners of the world. The stoplight intersection where I wait to turn left every morning. The sun hanging over that spot is special. If I could stand there on the asphalt in the center of the intersection, looking up at it, I betcha I could figure something out. One morning I get out of my car, walk over there, lie down, and curl up.

What would happen next?





love's labour's futile


Thu May 14 2009


Story about a man (or a boy) who falls agonizingly in love with a woman (or girl) - and after much tribulation finally wins her. But he's such a bad lover (physically) that he loses her. He then has to face that fact, and live with it.





accepted


Fri May 15 2009


A man goes through a severe, roller-coaster emotional crisis: death of a child, loss of his wife, loss of his job - a Job-like adventure. Eventually he comes to accept these losses, and treasure or at least live in a simple moment-to-moment existence: a breeze on his cheek, the rustle of leaves. One evening he feels rather light headed, almost as if he were high. Flashback? he thinks. Just tired? Some new state from the bi-polar catalog? He thought he must have lived through all of them in the past months, but perhaps he missed one. He feels disconnected from the world around him, as if his body is drifting apart. He toys with idea of this being some kind of elightenment - a natural, unbidden achievement of nirvana, or a visitation from God. He is in fact at the gateway of death. This feeling is an initial stage. He has become ready through his acceptance of loss.





beckett meets tolkien


Sat May 16 2009


Existential fantasy story - Beckett meets Tolkien. A contemplative tale of a fighter/adventurer resting outside of a cave or barrow. He watches a squirrel sit on his helmet and watches the autumn leaves fall from the trees. Because he's paralyzed.

Yeah, this has probably already been done better by Tolkien with the hobbits in the barrow downs. And where is the Beckett? Perhaps the perspective switches to the wight who has paralyzed the adventurer and is now dragging him into its crypt. I bet he has an existence rather like something from a Beckett novel.

And yes I've been playing too much Oblivion.





remember that eagle that hit your car?


Sun May 17 2009


This happened to my sister's boss or co-worker. An eagle attacks a car running down the road through the cornfields downstate. It tears off the rear-view mirror, bounces off the car, fumbles, does almost a somersault in mid-air, but recovers and flies away. The driver pulls over to the side of the road and parks. He tries to replay it in his mind. He gets out and looks back at the eagle flying away. He tries again to replay it in his mind, then gets back in the car and replays it on all the video recording equipment in there. Screens flop open to replace the windshield, rear-view mirrors - it plays it all back for him, because he can't in his mind. He has no natural memory.





cat skirmish


Mon May 18 2009


My cat lost a fight the other day. My wife heard loud violent meowing from the back yard, went to the sliding door and saw a strange cat on the porch: black and white spotted. It was hissing at my cat, who was backing away. My wife opened the door and our cat dove inside. The stranger cat, the intruder, the interloper, ran away around to the front of the house across the cul-de-sac and past the neighbor's house.

There's the story - but tell it from both cats' points of view.





i'm sure lots of people have thought of this already


Tue May 19 2009


The wife and family of a Somali pirate who is killed by the US Navy after kidnapping a freighter captain.





performance rights


Wed May 20 2009


A local dance company gets sued for using Beatles music without securing performance rights. Plausible? Wouldn't they think of that, and cover all appropriate bases - especially if they're using a professional theatre space, paying union rates, etc? Maybe an elementary school?





troubled teacher


Thu May 21 2009


Nancy is a native-speaker instructor at an English conversation school in Japan. She doesn't fit in and causes a lot of drama at work. She has trouble with the culture even though (or perhaps because) she's a nisei, a second-generation Japanese-American. None of her co-workers like her. But then she gets sick, and they have to take care of her. At first they visit her apartment in shifts to make sure she is ok and to deliver necessities. Finally they have to take her to the hospital. Her mother, a Japanese national, comes from the States and is very apologetic to everyone.





gong stand


Fri May 22 2009


In the book Grateful Dead Gear, Mickey Hart tells the story of how Ramrod stopped at a roadside gas station and stole the stand for a Sunoco sign in order to use it as a gong stand. How about the story of the gas station attendant on whose shift this happened, and how he had to explain it to the boss: "Sorry, man, I - I lost the Sunoco motor oil sign. I mean, I didn't lose the sign, it's still there - uh, lying on the ground. But the stand is gone. Somebody took it."





outpost wife


Sat May 23 2009


A man at an outpost falls incredibly, deeply in love with the teenage bride that is brought to him by a supply expedition. She is the first female he has seen in years, and he is completely captivated by her every physical attribute. Then an older woman, much more beautiful, arrives at the outpost through misfortune. Her vehicle has been destroyed and the rest of her travelling party have been killed. The man starts to realize how homely his teenage bride is. He wants to be loyal to her. However, it's a struggle.





snake farmer


Sun May 24 2009


On a blue desert under a purple sky, a snake farmer feeds a small village with snake meat. A plague kills all of his snakes, but the villagers do not starve. They find other things to eat. They discover that a certain plant, which once provided a condiment used on the snake meat, is very hearty source of nutrition when another part of it is prepared correctly. They increase trade with other villages. Somebody starts plantng berry shrubs in orchards. The orchard farmer crosses the berry with another fruit - really an amazing feat of horticulture. The snake farmer must find a new livelihood.





wizards


Mon May 25 2009


A man descends from the sky, straight out of the sun. His black hair and beard, streaked with gray, whip around his waist. His arms are spread wide. He wears a heavy, maroon robe. Turquoise geometric designs strip either side - down from the shoulders and over the chest, to the hem, and along the sleeves. He carries a staff.

He descends slowly from the sky to the ground, at the side of a long and empty road, which stretches through a scrabble-dry barren field. He waits, and watches a settlement arise out of the dust on the other side of the road. He is watching it in time-lapse; he exists out of phase of the swiftly moving time of the settlement life. He is tall, as tall as the tallest building of the settlement - which is three stories. After the settlement grows to forty or so dwellings plus some storefronts, a community sprawling over four square kilometers, a figure appears from around the corner of a far building. The figure is as tall as he, and wears chest-length blond hair and a trimmed beard. "You have come." The newcomer carries a staff, too.

The blond lights the bottom of his staff on fire. It smokes. The black-haired one breathes in the smoke, slurping it into his nostrils like noodles. It goes down into his lungs and then radiates out of his chest, covering the world, painting it all gray to wrap the settlement in a cocoon of fog that nestles it alone in an empty universe.





100 days of barnyard antics


Tue May 26 2009


An animator working for a major movie studio spends most of his time working on movies about mice or other farm animals. The big joke at the office is to throw in references to George Orwell's Animal Farm. One day somebody brings in Maus, then Omaha the Cat Dancer. The animator is inspired to write his own indie comic - he takes as material 100 Days of Sodom. He sends it in to Hustler, and they give him funding for a film version. He shows a work in progress version of the film at an otaku convention. He has trouble dealing with the hentai fans, and can't get them to understand his original inspiration. When he returns to working on it he goes back to putting in references to Animal Farm. He gets invited to show it at a convention of Furries, which he has never heard of before. He looks it up and knows he wouldn't be able to deal with it, so he doesn't go. His handler/producer from Hustler is not happy with him.





jungle princess


Wed May 27 2009


A frog sits on a leaf, which trembles with the passing of something large and rhythmic. War machinery? Forest-cutting machinery? Mining machinery? Man-hunting machinery? It is the steps of a passing princess, a princess who is a monstrous machine.





disrupted


Thu May 28 2009


A man loses his house in a disaster, and his world gets turned upside down by new-found love. He establishes a new household with her and after a period of rebuilding settles into a life of comfort. He starts to take his love for granted, but she is killed by a young boy that he must then protect.





tandoori chicken pizza


Fri May 29 2009


A feuding couple is outside of the Indian fusion take-out restaurant, waiting for their tandoori chicken pizza. She paces back and forth across the empty handicapped parking space. They're in a fight over money. He blew the money they were saving for some child-related costs on a motorcycle or entertainment center. She's making up her mind right then to go off the birth control. This is going to happen, money be damned!





the european graduate student


Sat May 30 2009


A foreign graduate student asks the narrator for a cigarette while waiting for the campus bus. "Ah, you smoke my brand." (Camels). He demonstrates a trick of how to hold your hands to light a cigarette in a high wind. "Yes, I learned that trick while hitchhiking across Austria and Switzerland." He goes on to explain why he hates America.

"Well then why the fuck are you here dude?"

"Actually I am here at this university to study with a particular professor, one whom with I studied in Europe." The professor is a specialist in near-death experiences. He came over from Romania to teach at this unveristy.

The professor is killed in the bathroom of the divinity school. As it later turns out, this grad student killed him in a jealous rage. The narrator gets dragged into it because the grad student tries to use him as an alibi witness.





unicorn sheep


Sun May 31 2009


A scholar comes across this image in a renaissance manuscript: a sheep with a baboon's face, its snout extending into a spiral horn. He finds it interesting, because the artist that must have painted it is not usually very imaginitive. He starts to suspect that it might be a real animal, or based on a real animal - maybe a local mutation. This story has the opportunity for detours into discussions of the Voinich manuscript, and Bosch. Then a flashback to the artist and his nightmares about that animal.





June 2009




spiritual autopsy


Mon Jun 01 2009


A class on Aristotle examines a dessicated corpse and discusses what parts of the soul have been left behind to dissipate and the implications for Frankenstein's monster.





heresy in three acts, layered


Tue Jun 02 2009


A scholar in somewhat modern times studies a renaissance heretic who advocated the teachings of the recently rediscovered Plato over those of Aristotle, who was the medieval orthodoxy. Of course during the classical age Aristotle was the heretic and Plato the orthodoxy. Following his re-introduction in the Renaissance Plato gradually became once again more influential than Aristotle. The modern scholar reflects on the nature of heresy, who is defined as a heretic, and how dependent these terms are on time and setting. He then reevaluates the heretics of his own time. Replace Plato and Aristotle with analogs from an imagined culture.





lost child


Wed Jun 03 2009


Good guy falls for bad girl. He finds out after the fact that he impregnated her, and that she aborted the fetus. She regrets it because of how deeply she is in love with him. She wanted to change into more of a good girl, to make her love deeper, to raise his child, but she can't. She doesn't know how. It was that realization that made her get the abortion. She leaves him, thinking she isn't good enough. He tries to win her back, but it ends badly.





devout love


Thu Jun 04 2009


A devout married woman has an uncontrollable, torrid affair - crazy love - and must tell her husband she is pregnant with her lover's child. He wants to raise it with her. She doesn't know what to do. She driven by the twin forces of her faith and an uncontrollable love.





sound man


Fri Jun 05 2009


A sound engineer for a touring rock band has a failing marriage. The love is going out of it. He is not stepping out, however. Is his wife? He doesn't even care. He strikes up a friendship with one of the fans following the band - a girl, but he knows the kids on tour are just kids. She makes the move. "I'm not your daughter," is her key phrase. After she woos him aggressively, he submits. And it actually improves his marriage.





at the lake


Sat Jun 06 2009


A man lives on the edge of a giant salt lake, upon which he is undertaking a scientific study. Something comes out of the lake and becomes his friend. It's kind of like a whale, or an elephant seal. At first it is entirely bestial, but as he grows more intimate with it, it becomes more intelligent. After several years it begins to speak to him. It forms prehensile appendages resembling hands. It winds up looking like something out of Frank Herbert's God Emperor of Dune.

Then someone else visits the lake - a resupply mission for the scientist. At first the creature hides, then it kills the re-supplier as a result of a misunderstanding. Of course then when the re-supplier doesn't report back, someone comes looking for him. It takes a couple of months, but they come. At first they think the scientist did the killing, and the reader thinks maybe this is true, and that the scientist is insane, and that this creature doesn't exist except as a figment of the scientist's imagination. But after the scientist is taken away under suspicion of murder, the creature remains. It must then deal with its own solitude.

Then the scientist's replacement comes. The creature doesn't do well with that first meeting either. It comes on too strong. The replacement scientist freaks out and radios for help. The creature is wounded in the search and destroy mission that follows, and it retreats into the lake. To return to... to what?





another one i'm sure dozens of people are writing right now


Sat Jun 06 2009


John Yettaw, the American who swam to Ang San Suu Kyi - sent by God to warn her of assassination. He thinks he's doing good - except he's crazy, so it always turns out bad. What is the rest of this guy's history? How many other bat-shit crazy things has he done because God told him to? Use his history as template the way Updike used Waco and flirty fishing in In the Beauty of the Lilies.





maternal


Sun Jun 07 2009


A woman and her son live alone in the suburbs. The father died in a traffic accident. The boy gets a girlfriend, and the mom finds herself getting jealous. The story looks back on her gradual move to a state of dependence on her son for certain of her emotional needs. The new girlfriend forces her to look at those needs.





rubber ball


Mon Jun 08 2009


A boy wandering his suburban neighborhood finds a rubber ball with a name scratched into it. Weird, he thinks. He takes it and keeps it for weeks, months, years - maybe someday at the end of the story he realizes what it is. Maybe he's the detective assigned the cold case file.

The name was scratched into the ball by a woman taken hostage. She found the ball on the floor of the car into which she was pulled. She managed to scratch her name into it and toss it out the window. She makes multiple escape attempts. To avoid immediate danger, and to regain her freedom. But also, as a motive perhaps more powerful, she doesn't want to live with any 'what if' guilt resulting from never having tried. As a result of her attempts she's hit over the head and suffers a bad concussion. She's hobbled, and one leg is chopped off. Finally she is killed.





wanda yare


Tue Jun 09 2009


A bright young woman, recent liberal arts graduate, is beginning a career in non-profit/advocacy/lobby/public policy work, wondering whether to buy into the politics or become disillusioned. She's living with her boyfriend from college, but starts cheating on him with someone from work. Her new lover is in his early thirties, about ten years older than she. He is not married. His last long term relationship ended at least five years ago. He doesn't have much in his life besides work.

They hook up during a late night work session. They don't have sex that first time, but come pretty darn close - at least one of them climaxes. The next day or the day after he says to her "I need to see you. Or, uh, I mean, I'd like to see you. Outside of work."

"When?"

"Tonight" before she can finish pronouncing the word.

"Where?"

"Somewhere we can lock the door. Preferably with a bed."

"I'm down with that."

She has to move out once her boyfriend finds out about her affair and they break up. He also moves out and they agree not to sublet the apartment, but just break the lease, even though she knows it will fuck up her credit rating. She moves in with her new boyfriend from work. But seeing him at work and at home is a little difficult, especially since everyone at work knows about them now. Well, she was having doubts about her job anyway - she quits.

Now she's a bit adrift and feeling like she's mooching off her new boyfriend a bit. He's just as consumed by work as he ever was, and she doesn't see him that often. She soon finds herself jealous of his talk about the office.

That's when she gets word that her dad has taken ill. She goes back West to visit but he dies while she's in flight. She finds out through an instant message while she's on the plane.

She stays out West for the funeral and to sort through some of her father's things. She asks her boyfriend to move her remaining stuff into storage out East and then she stays with her mom awhile. And wonders where to go from there.





spoof proof


Wed Jun 10 2009


Inspired by a story just heard on npr/youth radio: a boy creates a spoof profile, a Myspace girlfriend with whom he can trade messages so it looks like he's in a relationship. The girl whose picture he's using finds out and writes to the administrators of Myspace to have the spoof account removed.

The story is told from the perspective of the Myspace administrator who gets these spoof removal requests. As part of standard policy he asks for a proof pic, a photo of her with her real web address, before they will remove the fake account. But once she provides that he asks for something more. He keeps asking for more and keeps finding excuses not to remove the fake account...because he's the one that set it up.





dispossessor


Thu Jun 11 2009


Climbing the corporate ladder in an authoritarian distopia. The story follows the obvious arc: the climb, the fall, the realization of what his climb means for the oppressed. Then the reversal - the welcoming back of the prodigal son into the arms of the oppressors. The protagonist is happy to return to privilege, and forgets his sympathy for the oppressed.





parking job


Fri Jun 12 2009


From a dream. I am climbing up a slope of urban debris, and somehow climbing through the back window of a car, ending up in the driver's seat. I turn on the motor. The car goes forward, then slides back down the hill. After a few minutes of panic I gain control of the car, and park it on the side of the street. I worry a little whether its owner will find it. My parking job is not great. The car is touching an ambulance - or rather, a tow truck. The lights on the top of the vehicle threw me. As I get out and walk away, a man whom I take to be the tow truck driver starts bitching about the parking job. But he's bitching about somebody else's parking job, not mine. And he's not a tow truck driver, he's a crane operator. His crane is there to deal with a collapsing building - to tear it down safely.

Nearby I find my working partner, with whom I was initially climbing the hill, sanding a railroad tie - or rather the railroad railing, which is made of wood. I find a tool to do the same. I tell him how I got separated.

Another group approaches. We move behind a parked truck as they walk closer. One of the three climbs into the cab of the truck and knocks on the windshield. Another, who appears the most dangerous, stays outside the truck, somehow reaches through the windshield and pulls his friend's finger through the glass. He then approaches me. He's drunk. His eyes are bruised. He looks like he just came from a fight. I move around the truck, and he moves around the other side. The others - my partner and this guy's two friends - move away past the front of the truck. He follows them but then turns back. I crouch down behind the truck and he doesn't see me. I stay crouched down and move around the truck to keep out of his line of sight. Finally he moves off and I seize the chance to run in another direction.





second best


Sat Jun 13 2009


The second best. The person who vied for society's top position and lost. Now he's at peace with it. He's moved on. He's grown a beard. He's making an environmental movie. He's raising horses, writing symphonies, learning Attic Greek and taking cello lessons.

Then a small band of adventurers come to him for help because the guy who won the great contest, who now occupies society's top position, has turned out to be evil. Now that he's asked to try to take power again, his ambition is reawakened. He's not entirely good himself.

Yes, this guy is an NPC in the plot of a console RPG. A kind of Rosencrant and Guildenstern are Dead for Final Fantasy.





floating seed


Sun Jun 14 2009


A lonely man on a space station likes to turn off the gravity in his room and masturbate, then watch the sperm float into the middle of the room. He turns on the vaccuum to clean it up. He always ends up disgusted with himself afterward, but he's fallen into this fetish and can't help himself. During his self-abuse he always pictures the face of the robot from Fritz Lang's Metropolis floating over the station.





tongue


Mon Jun 15 2009


Memoirs of the man with the first artificial tongue. As a boy he was fascinated by the tongues of ungilates at the zoo: the giraffe, the american bison. Brief history of the tongueless. Attempts at replacement tongues in the past. Artifical tongues in fables. Brief allusion to cunnilingus. His wife has tried kissing him with the new tongue, but prefers to kiss him with it out. Yes, he can remove it like an aritifial limb or eye. It was given as an option to him to sew it in. There was some discussion with the doctors of which to do - considerations of infection, rejection. Learning to speak.





dog gone shame


Tue Jun 16 2009


A dog loses his human family in a fire. He finds a new life with a lonely old man. The old man takes him to the dog park where he is ashamed to tell his story to the other dogs.





cat litter


Wed Jun 17 2009


Inspired by the Scientific American article on the domestication of cats. A story from that time. How an early, only partially domesticated cat comes to live with a Sumerian household. The story should have an arc - from wild to familiarity and back to wild (or outcast) as the crisis. The crisis is resolved when it gives birth in the human's house, as protection from some other animal - maybe another cat.





missing time


Thu Jun 18 2009


A man seeks attention as a UFO abductee. He's found to be a liar by the niece he molests. When he claims to be abducted, he's sitting at a local bar smoking cigarettes and drinking beer. He never smokes cigarettes at home. He claims that he is dropped off by the aliens near the bar to explain the smell of his clothes. The niece takes a picture of him at the bar with a disposable camera she buys with her saved-up allowance. The photo shows him going into the bar next to a clock that shows the time he supposedly spent aboard on alien craft.





winnings


Fri Jun 19 2009


A gambler, con-man and grifter in the pre-civil war south wins a young girl slave in a card game. He doesn't quite know what to do with her. He takes her as his valet. It does cross his mind to use her for sex. Too bad he's gay.





high water


Sat Jun 20 2009


Inspired by Dylan's "Highwater", from "Love and Theft".

A man stands in the drawing room of a disintegrating house. Water is rising from the floor, up the walls, up his shins. He stands with a crow perched on his shoulder injecting somnolent drugs into the vessels of his neck with its beak. Meanwhile desperate refugees clothed only in torn blankets loot his house.





head stone


Sun Jun 21 2009


A gravestone carver works in his spare time carving a large art statue. A tornado rips through his workshop, throwing all the gravestones everywhere. But his sculpture is too big even for the tornado - only its protective tarp was blown off. The event gives him a new perspective, that art is what's important. He gets a much lower paying job such as bagging groceries so that he has more time and energy to concentrate on the scultpure. He's killed in a bar fight which he didn't start, in which he was barely a participant. The funeral home and the church which were his main customers arrange his burial - and they make the large sculpture into his own grave marker.





methamerica


Mon Jun 22 2009


Journey through methamerica: a day in the life of a meth addict, hanging out in the parking lot of the local Walmart somewhere in Nebraska. Crossing paths with the engineer from the airplane factory, who is chasing the deer he wounded with his car. He chases it with a rifle after calling the sheriff to get permission. The meth addict is the sheriff's daughter.





neighbor


Tue Jun 23 2009


Story of Bethsheba and King David from the perspective of the Bethsheba's female neighbor, who's husband is one of Uriah's subordinates in the army.





psat


Wed Jun 24 2009


A little scene of students hanging out while taking the PSAT. The morning journey to some high school two cities over. Introduction to the other students taking the test: teasing out their stories through conversation, Breakfast Club-style, except not that exciting, not that much drama. This would be more of a little essay, a medititaion on the students, the buildings, the test itself - a la Nicholson Baker.





shink


Thu Jun 25 2009


A boy standing on the train platform gets his jacket caught in the door of a shinkansen as it pulls away. He dies, of course. His girlfriend then deals with the aftermath. His family is very solicitous toward her - in fact his mother is strangely apologetic. Her female friends are jealous of the attention that they think must be her due. She grows close with one of the boys who used to bully her deceased boyfriend.





conquest


Fri Jun 26 2009


The Conquest of New Spain in reverse. An agrarian, oligarchical civilization - similar to Latin America of the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries - is overrun by a migration of hunter-gatherers who are fleeing a natural disaster. Yes, heavy shades of Mark of the Mole - except the agrarian civilization falls due to the number of the newcomers and the influence their philosophy of freedom has on the agrarian lower castes, the serfs and slaves.





game changer


Sat Jun 27 2009


A group of children build an elaborate game, heavy with ritual, centering on an old well in their neighborhood. The rituals of the game include a hierarchy among the group of friends. The game has a strong enough influence on the children that the hierarchy within it has effects on their relationships outside of the game - for example some of the children attempt to use the precedence set in this hierarchy to resolve romantic rivalries.

One child in particular is in the center of the game, in fact he laid down most of its rules. He put himself at the top of the hierarchy, but he felt that the rules he created balanced out the power he had - for which, almost paradoxically, he deserved even more respect. That is, he felt he was so fair and modest that he should be given that much more deference.

As they grow up and stopped playing the game, he feels that he still deserves that deference and respect, but none of the other children still give it to him. He sees them moving on, putting this ritual behind them, and looking at him as if from the other side of a wall. They have moved across a border, and look back at him as an outsider, a foreigner, an alien. He wonders, can they just seal themselves off from something that had so much meaning? Apparently they can, as they prove with their ridicule of him.

As his old friends turn away from him, he retreats. He finds a stray dog and befriends it. He spends his time alone with the dog, in his tool shed, developing a technological invention. He develops his invention into a product and starts a company which grows and quickly becomes very successful. He makes a lot of money. Along the way he meets a lot of people that seem fake. Some of them are, but most of them he just doesn't understand.

He courts a girl who works as the barista in the company cafeteria. She's not that impressed with him, but she agrees to see him for a while. She's cold and distant until he opens up to her about this childhood game. She then responds to it and shares some of her poetry and paintings with him. He tries to hang out with her artistic friends but doesn't quite fit in. He thinks he's put his childhood behind him, and finds these people as fake as the others he's met, but in a different way. He puts up with them because he really likes this girl.

She breaks up with him, revealing that she is pregnant with the child of another guy in her circle of friends. He's not surprised, and turns back to his work.





riot


Sun Jun 28 2009


During the riots following the Iranian presidential election of June 2009, an opposition supporter named Faiz carries a wounded riot policeman out from the middle of a scuffle to safety. Later, he visits the policeman in the hospital, and they develop a friendship. The riot policeman, Behruz, introduces his new friend to his family. The family likes Faiz, in fact they get him betrothed to their daughter Shereen - the riot policeman's sister. A few months after they are married, the sister and her new husband leave Iran for Germany on student visas. And some time after this, violent opposition flares up again. Behruz winds up participating in the beating death of protester. His brother in law, Faiz, reads about the beating death in the news and, through personal contacts, learns that the victim is an old college friend of his. He doesn't know that his brother-in-law is involved - none of the policemen have been identified. Faiz laments about the death to his in-laws back home. When Behruz listens to this he realizes that he's killed his brother-in-law's friend. But he doesn't admit it. To anyone. Ever.





seen


Mon Jun 29 2009


The protagonist continually refers in conversation to a movie he has never seen - say, The Umbrellas of Cherbourg. He makes frequent comments about it, seems to grab every opportunity to compare some aspect of the current situation or conversation to some scene or feature of the film. Most people he has these conversations with haven't seen it either - they have no reason to believe he hasn't seen it. Once in awhile, though, a person doubts him, and very rarely he meets someone who has actually seen it. He can usually steer the conversation quickly away into another topic. But finally someone calls him on it. He admits he hasn't seen it. His accuser offers to show it to him, since he is president of a film club which hosts festivals and revivals in a local campus or community theater. He manages to procure a print and schedule a showing in the next week or two. Our protagonist is transported by the experience, and by the beginning of a friendship.





shopkeeping


Tue Jun 30 2009


India. Middle aged man working in a clothing shop. Woman owner, in her late fifties/early sixties. She's not very polite but has a strong head for business. He's the opposite. He's magic with the customers, and she runs the back office and keeps the vendors on a string. He is worrying about marrying his children - an older daughter, mid-twenties already, and a son just entering college. The boss loses her house in the 2004 tsunami and enlists his help. His wife can't stand the boss. The story takes off from there.





July 2009




rival


Wed Jul 01 2009


A homely girl wins her man through persistence and cleverness, not natural but born of tenacity. Inspired by Mark Twain's Eve, but should be informed by both Ginny and Bama's wife of Some Came Running. The woman puts up with physical infidelity, but when she finds that her husband has in fact fallen in love with someone else, she murders the other woman. Women are hard, and stronger than men. This is generally true. But she runs up against the other woman's father, who figures out that she did the murder and gets his revenge. Some ending observations on good and bad father relationships and their effect on the two women.





pointer


Thu Jul 02 2009


An idiot uses his laser pointer at a concert. Another attendee recongizes him at a bar after the show and beats the crap out of him. The police are called, and the assailant goes to jail. This affects the scholarship he is currently on, as well as his relationship with his fiance, or rather her parents. His anger has derailed his life.





the king's garden


Fri Jul 03 2009


The ruler of a mid-sized kingdom in south-east Asia, along the eastern shores of the Bay of Bengal, orders a new royal garden. Two experts are assigned for the planning and execution - an engineer and a botanist. The two overcome challenges of budget, schedule and temperment to complete the project: The botanist spends half the money on plants that will die if not planted sooner than the garden will be ready. There isn't enough money left to pay the workers to landscape the garden, and for the materials for the fountain and irrigation. The botanist also has to take time off to care for a sick aunt and then to attend her funeral some days travel away.





resurgam


Sat Jul 04 2009


Hitting random article on Wikipedia several times turned up an article on the Resurgam, an early submarine designed by a British clergyman. It sank in its maiden voyage because the hatch wasn't designed to be fastened from the outside. The story of that voyage. Firing up the furnace, readying the boiler of superheated water. The incredible heat while under operation. The first engine failure, and the matter-of-fact professional way that was handled - how they communicated with the tender to go into Rhyl harbor for repairs. Then the second engine failure, on the tender. A sinking feeling, but again a pitch-in and let's get it done attitude. And then the look exchanged when leaving the sub and realizing there was no way to seal the hatch. Should someone stay behind? Too dangerous. Mixed feelings of blame and disappointment as they watch it sink. Garrett the designer is on the tender, mastering his feelings, taking it as a lesson learned. Next to him stands the Swede who will back his further operations.





brigands


Sun Jul 05 2009


A little boy, the son of a livestock handler (yes, a la Lloyd Alexander's pig farmer) and living in a walled farming compound - a large, regulated household with a strict hierarchy - is kidnapped by a gang of robbers and brigands. They number less than a dozen, and the organization is very flat. One or two are major influencers, a couple more are apathetic and the rest have a "go along to get along" attitude. The group is also fluid in that it doesn't stay together all the time. Parts of it split off for a few weeks or even months and then come back - over the winter for example. They all enjoy a lot of freedom within the group, in that no one really reproaches anyone else for doing what they like. But conflict resolution is not there. The boy sees one member murder another with no real repurcussions. That's when he decides to go back to the farm. When he returns he is a different person - his family barely recognize him. He has been gone at least two years. He has to find a new place in the old order.





crew


Mon Jul 06 2009


A tank crew get separated from their company and go off to forage for themselves for a whle. They live off the farms, the countryside, the gas stations. At one farm they hold the family hostage when they are caught by an attack of a company of enemy infantry. The family tries to work against the tank crew, and the crew kills the father. One of the tank crew is stuck in the tank, the rest are in the house during the attack. The two or three soldeirs in the house are killed in the battle. The last soldier, in the tank, is taken prisoner. The enemy infantry platoon put in charge of him shoot him at the beginning of the next day's march so that they don't have to deal with him anymore.





gloves


Tue Jul 07 2009


A young boy (11 or 12) narrator explains the significance of a pair of gloves, kept draped on a work desk or over a chair in the garage. These are the gloves worn during the regular family animal sacrifice. Although it is a two-car garage, they can only keep one car in it because they need the other space for the sacrificial altar. Dad really wanted to have the altar in the backyard but the rules of the neighborhood association prevented that. Their sacrifice is weekly. Only really rich people, Dad says, can do a daily sacrifice. They do it Saturday mornings. Usually they use a rabbit or a guinea pig or some simlarly sized mammal. On the high holidays they splurge on a goat or a sheep. Mmm, fresh-roasted mutton. They hire a butcher who serves their community (similar to a kosher or halal butcher) to carve it up for them. Usually they invite a lot of people. Sometimes they go over to someone else's house for the high holidays, but Dad likes to host it when he can. Mom just hates the bother of having guests and preparing the house. The kid expands on this exposition to describe the yearly habits, then gets back to the particulars - the sights and smells of this weekly ceremony. He cleans up the altar after Dad goes on to the golf course or an extra day at the office. The kid cleans up the garage, mops up the blood, and then it's cartoons and to the playground with his friends. His friends and he had decided via chat the night before that they were going to bring their action figures and cars to stage some of the battle we saw on the news feeds yesterday evening.





widow


Wed Jul 08 2009


Female bartender at a jazz club. Her boyfriend has cancer, or some other terminal illness. She talks often to an old jazz guitarist who's a regular player at the club, and asks him for advice. During her boyfriend's illness they get married so that she can have full access to him in the hospital and be at his side through the end. After a seven or nine month marriage she becomes a widow. Which she decides is what she wants to be, for now.





thrown


Thu Jul 09 2009


A motorcylce cop stands under an overpass, pointing his radar gun at the oncoming traffic. He sees a little girl thrown from a minivan. He runs across the highway but she is hit, and he is kept back by his own fear and he can't get to her. He watches as she is run over. Then he comes to his senses, gets on his radio and turns on his siren to try to stop traffic. He gets to her and she is in fact dead.

He has gotten the plates and he traces the minivan to a family living in some low-rent suburb. Both parents are in the home, and there is a 14 year-old boy. The parents try to cover up for the boy for awhile, but he gets fed up with them and confesses.





stamp


Fri Jul 10 2009


A young boy discovers something strange in his stamp collection. He has his stamps laid out in the little plastic mini sleeves that afford a place for each one in his big book. But he likes to take them out and arrange them in patterns of his own. He leaves them out in a pattern in his attic or in his play room one day, and his pet guinea pig eats a bunch of them. He is upset but doesn't want to hurt the animal. He puts the animal in its cage and thinks a while. He sleeps on it. The next day he discovers the pet is dead. Something tells him to perform a crude autopsy. He opens up the guinea pig's stomach and finds one of the stamps intact. He takes it out with tweezers, rinses it with alcohol and almost kicks himself for doing that because it will wash off the colors. Except it doesn't. He discovers that the stamp is indestructible. He takes it to a local stamp store, and the proprietor in turn takes him to a convention downtown. They have to take a train. There they show it to a mysterious foreign dealer who takes it in the back of his stall to examine it and disappears. The store owner and the boy are left to shrug their shoulders. The boy's (single) mother takes him to a pet store to choose a new pet. He stares into the eye of a bird which reminds him of the eye on the indestructible stamp.





debt


Sat Jul 11 2009


Two sisters: dark hair, small features. One gets a boyfriend who becomes embroiled in crime, the other pursues a career as concert pianist. Their widowed mother gets into financial trouble and they must decide who should sacrifice for her.





tumblin'


Sun Jul 12 2009


Inspired by Dylan's version of "Rollin' and Tumblin'": "Some young lazy slut has charmed away my brians. ...Well I did all I know just to keep you off my mind".

Guy meets this girl in college at UNC. Almost drops out that spring because of her. She took him on a trip to L.A. that left him broke, emotionally destroyed, and feeling lucky not to have been arrested. He leaves her behind in L.A. and finishes school. Moves back to Denver after college and works in the finance department of a construction company. She drops by after looking him up through friends and online. He sees her a few times while she's in town. She leaves and he can't stop thinking about her. He winds up tracking her online and follows her to Miami. She's happy to see him but winds up leaving for Bali with another guy. He returns back to Denver, gets a dog, and tries to find a way to forget.





contact


Mon Jul 13 2009


First contact with something on an asteroid, obviously living - but is it artificial? It reacts to investigation, harming instruments or investigators when they come too close. It is a growth, like a moss or ivy, metallic. It is processing the asteroid and refining the metals within. It starts refining the investigator's space ship, rendering it unusable. The investigator has to wait for help, but before he dies another space ship arrives. A tentacled thing emerges to collect the processed ore.

The tentacled thing appears to be intelligent, as it pauses and examines the astronaut. It first keeps him at arms length, so to speak, away from the processed ore so that he doesn't interfere. Then it examines him briefly. It puts the tip of a tentacle slightly through his face plate and examines the gas that escapes, observes the astronaut's movement as it slows and stops. Hm. It reasons that the astronaut probably needed the gas to operate.

Back at its home planet a technician reviews its logs for anamolies and sees video of the encounter with the astronaut. He is shocked and brings it to a committeem where he proposes that the ore collection robots should be programmed better to interact with possible life forms. That would be expensive, so the committee simply votes to leave that area of the galaxy alone, and recommends further study.





corona


Tue Jul 14 2009


A car with a membrane, an aura, a corona of perfection surrounding it. Seen by a teenage driver who notes the license plate and looks it up. His search comes up empty. Four years later he sees the same car. Again, a search. Again, no luck. Six years after that he sees it again. He decides to follow the car. It disappears under an overpass, in the flash of shadow before his eyes adjust.





watch


Wed Jul 15 2009


A warrior with golden shoulder-length hair sits in the watch chair at the top of a mountain. His armor is heavy. Clouds drift by, enveloping him. He battles a sense of unreality. How is he supposed to watch when he can see nothing. He reviews his past, how he came to have this assignment. His past becomes unreal as well.





inspiration


Thu Jul 16 2009


A gas station has a banner sign featuring some celebrity's face, which is dostorted by the stretching and folding of the banner's fabric.

A man has a twisted face as a result of an accident when he was young. He becomes a potter, and moves into a small artists' community. His deformity becomes an inspiration and fascination to many of the artists living there, including a married woman who works in charcoal drawings, and a gay man who works in metal sculpture. It becomes a matter of some debate within the community, which he does something to stop. He creates something that shows them all their own deformities.





rewards


Fri Jul 17 2009


A young man explains to his friends how good his girlfriend is with money, but that her object is to get all of the stuffed animals offered by the bank. At least, he tells his friends that it's his girlfriend and not himself.





attendant


Sat Jul 18 2009


A story told from the point of view of an insect, kept as a pet by a female bath attendant in Lovecraft's Sarnath, about 800 years from its founding (200 years before its doom). The insect describes the ingenious baths. The insect was given to the attendant by a lieutenant of one of the caravans coming to the city from one of Sarnath's many tributary kingdoms. This merchant made love to the bath attendant. At first the attendant resisted - it was not far from rape, but he was kind to her afterwards. The affair was against the rules of the bath, and offended the official prostitute guild. The attendant was too meek to fight the system, but she cherished the insect, even as she was dismissed from bath service and married to a stone artrisan who repaired the granite and onyx roads. She had a son and the son takes care of the insect in its final days.





lighthouse


Sun Jul 19 2009


The day the lighthouse at Alexandria stopped burning. An assistant engineer tried out a pet theory - a different kind of oil, or even charcoal - and it didn't work. The flame went out, a ship was wrecked, and he was hanged. His boss had mixed feelings. The young man held a lot of promise, but at the same time the boss was happy to have his own theories, his orthodoxy, vindicated.





clump


Mon Jul 20 2009


Open with a parent telling a child not to play with a clump of dirt next to a construction site. This clump of dirt could have been part of the construction if it were tossed back in to the work area - perhaps part of the landscape. But once the child is done playing with it it will be a separated from itself into tiny bits, and useless. The same is demonstrated with a group of people - a clump of people, separated from the great construction site, the mass of humanity, then toyed with, each separated from the others until they are useless. A church group on a tourist outing become trapped in a cave. At first they pull together, then they are separated and individually meet defeat.





canker


Tue Jul 21 2009


A coffee grower battles a mold or disease growing on his crop. He must burn half his fields to make sure the mold doesn't spread. He announces to his family that they must make do with half of everything. He also goes to a money lender with some little luck.





angel and naomi


Wed Jul 22 2009


Angel and Naomi met in first grade and were best friends through high school. Angel was blonde, pale, sesnitive, artistic - an abstract thinker, better at geometry than arithmetic, forever swooning over some boy or another. Naomi had black hair, a darker complexion, a bit more hirsute. She was more pragmatic, much more happy-go-lucky. She was not as concerned about boys and not as sensitive to slights. She was very sensible and athletic - a member of Junior Achievers, she was obviously going to have a strong head for business. Senior year of high school Angel was surprised to learn that Naomi had been having a great raging love affair with an older, married man, and was pregnant as a result. The older man paid for her to have an abortion, but refused to accompany her to the procedure. Naomi asked Angel - that's why she told her the story at all. Afterwards the married man dumped her. Naomi then committed suicide by walking in front of a train.





gorilla


Thu Jul 23 2009


A project manager for a design agency finds himself gradually turning into a gorilla. His work quickly suffers. He has to take sick leave. His friend takes care of him for a while: takes him to the doctor, then brings food to his apartment. But after an incident in which he escapes his apartment he has to be taken to the city zoo. There he joins the local troop as one of the subordinate males - but he does sneak in some sex here and there, as his friend witnesses when he comes to visit.





shoulders


Fri Jul 24 2009


A young woman dates a man who has an extreme fetish for women's shoulders. As a result her own shoulders become one her greatest erogenous zones. Her next boyfriends are insensitive to it, though. She takes up with a girl on the side who can satisfy her new fetish, a fetish which has been transmitted like a virus. She still wants a man emotionally, socially, and otherwise - and the regular hetero sex is good. She uses her girlfriend just for this fetish.





leslie


Sat Jul 25 2009


Leslie has a wide, rectangular face. She knows she's not beautiful. She's a bit of a tomboy. Standing in front of the station one day, she meets Rob. She doesn't pretend to be pretty. But she's open, interested. She is in front of the station handing out pamphlets. He is coming back from his archery lesson, waiting to be picked up by an older sister who never comes because she's out on a date.





tickets please


Sun Jul 26 2009


A train attendant (or brakeman), while checking tickets, finds the same person on every car.





record shopping


Mon Jul 27 2009


Four male friends go to the record store. In between discussing the bands and what they find, they discuss their personal lives: girlfriends, parents, siblings. What is left unsaid is apparent when they each go home to listen to their purchases. Character study of four (maybe three) similar young men, and how they differ.





somnath


Wed Jul 28 2009


From the history of India, the story of Somnath. The temple contained a Siva lingam that was suspended in mid-air by magnetic fields. The city was sacked and the residents slaughtered by Mahmud of Ganzi.





nalanda


Wed Jul 29 2009


Another story from the Muslim expansion in India: the sacking of Nalanda, the greatest Buddhist monastery in history. 10,000 monks killed.





long live the king


Thu Jul 30 2009


Inspired by one more story from Indian history: the accidental death of Ghiyas-ud-din Tughluq. It would be interesting to find out exactly how this happened, but for the inspired imaginary story, a king dies in the bath. A death both gruesome and ludicrous. He slips on wet stone and slides into a pillar which falls and a stone crushes his head. The meat of the story is how the household, the cabinet, the army, the royal family and the people react and how a successor is chosen.





pierced


Fri Jul 31 2009


The martyrdom of St Thomas, who, according to local custom, was pierced by a spear while praying at the top of St. Thomas Mount in Chennai (Madras). Told from the perspecive of the local king who had him killed.





August 2009




waterfall


Sun Aug 01 2009


The first migrations out of Africa to Europe, witnessing the waterfall that filled the mediterranean basin from the Atlantic. What drove them out - competing tribes? Lack of food? Following prey?

Life along the waterfall: a vertical village. There are places where it falls more gently, where it is caught by small landings. This is where they bathe, wash, and gather cooking water.





saul


Sun Aug 02 2009


Christian version of Hesse's Siddharta - a man who met St Paul and rejected his message.





six richest


Mon Aug 03 2009


Edward III, Act IV scene ii. How in the town of Callice the 6 richest men were chosen to go to King Edward naked but for their linen.





stone


Tue Aug 04 2009


Story of a man who is turning to stone. He has a disease that slowly covers his face in boils and then hardens his skin. He becomes a pariah, like a leper. But the disease becomes rampant, and turns into a plague.





melodramatic fantasy


Wed Aug 05 2009


A woman is called to the death bed of a lover she has spurned. Why was she called there. Unfortunately this is the beginning of Bruce Sterling's Holy Fire. Should be from the perspective of the dying man. He can't believe she actually came when called. He tries to find a way to deal with his feeling, which is still like a wave crashing over him. He refuses the pain medication and can't decide which is distracting him from the other - the physical pain or the emotional.





tattoo


Thu Aug 06 2009


A young man tries to convince his girlfriend to get a tattoo - covering her back and her left upper arm. They then go on vacation, and it rains all week. He teaches himself to tattoo on pig skin from a local butcher, then they spend the rest of their vacation with him tattooing her as she lies topless on a straw mat. The open patio lets in the damp breeze from the rain.





stranded


Fri Aug 07 2009


A time traveller is stranded in the past, with cavemen. The ususal trope with time traveller stories would be that the time traveller makes some impact on history (Bradbury's "A Sound of Thunder"), or is part of a self-fulfilling loop (several Star Trek episodes). Wells' The Time Machine is pure adventure. This would be more like that, combined with Robinson Crusoe. Or I could just write a story with the Land of the Lost characters.





favor


Sat Aug 08 2009


A woman getting out of a car, looking for a towel. She has promised to do someone a favor, but now has discovered that it's an impossible task. Like making yesterday blue, it doesn't make any sense. But she cannot go and tell this to the person she promised the favor to. She feels that if she could find this person she could explain the impossibility to him and he would understand. But she can't find him, only his family. And they won't listen. "He'll be upset when he gets back if you haven't done it," they say.





public facility


Sun Aug 09 2009


A walk through a suburb in a foreign city reveals something which appears extraordinary, buht which is revealed to be mundane. The remarkable archtiecture of a public bathroom.





library


Mon Aug 10 2009


A scholar hears stories of an amazing library in a foreign city. He makes a trek to visit there and discovers that the only thing in there is government propoganda. A librarian there tells him of another library, in an outlying town. It is known in underground circles as subversive. He travels out there secretly, ducking his secret police handlers, and he finds basically the same thing. Except there's an old copy of Popular Mechanics. That's it.





tower rat


Tue Aug 11 2009


A hermit wizard living in a tower becomes friends with a rat that takes up residence there. As the rat grows to trust him more, the rat starts to talk to him. Turns out the rat is a wizard hermit too. They trade secrets, and work together to cast more powerful spells than they could individually. A group of pilgrim rats come to visit and are surprised to find the old man speaking to them. The man and the rat must fight a bodiless menace that is plaguing the rats. The battle leaves the rat wizard dead and the old man broken. He retires to a farm where he grows cabbage.





still tattooed


Wed Aug 12 2009


The tattooed woman twenty years later. She has to deal with the tattoo for the first time in a long time - because she is a) taking a new lover (this story appeared in Yuji Aoki's manga Naniwa Kin'yūdō), b) is taking a job that requires her to show her tattoos (waitress? military?) or c) is displaying it public for the first time in a long time (hot spring? long-overdue beach vacation?).





homo various


Thu Aug 13 2009


A nebula in the shape of the smoke rising from a cigarette. From it emerges a body, driftng through space. It is a large stone sarcophagus, shaped as a heavily-muscled, dreadlocked man. On it crawl small creatures resembling something between a crab and a starfish.

The sarcophagus is picked up by a ship of relativistically time-dilated humans who study the creatures and are somewhat shocked to find the DNA is basically human with some drift. These creatures' ancestors, millions of years ago, were humans. They then encounter a slightly different species of human, who live inside spaceships which they keep operational. But they do not converse and seem to have no social interaction beyond what is necessary for ship repair, plus some mutual grooming. They either eat the starfish or deposit genetic material in them for reproduction - or both.





disease


Fri Aug 14 2009


A disease that suddenly turns your insides to jelly. It lies dormant for anywhere from 3 weeks to 9 months, then kills very suddenly, with symptoms like ebola. A ship visits an island, and six weeks later people on the island start to die. After the rest of a boy's family dies, he travels up into the mountain at the island's center. At this point the population is about halved. He eats an insect there that cures his disease and provides him immunity from further infection. He returns to the harbor town, which is now empty. Cats and dogs gorge on the dead. Another ship arrives. It is manned by less than half a dozen men, who are trying to escape the plague, which is now worldwide. Discovering that the boy is healthy, they try desperately to find out why, but they fail.





deck


Sat Aug 15 2009


A carpenter is building a deck for a single mother of a 15-year old daughter. The daughter engages the carpenter in conversation and discovers his life passion for woodworking, and an interest in literature. She tells this to her mother, who is concerned that this man is hitting on her daughter. She takes him aside to give him a talking to, and becomes interested in him herself. At first she thought he must be emotoinally immature, if he's coming on to her daughter. However he hasn't been coming on to the daugheter, though the daughter might think so. He was interested in the mother all along, even though he's a little younger than she is. The mother and he discuss literature, movies, music, art. The daughter becomes jealous, which the mother must contend with. The mother introduces him to Eno's Oblique Strategies, and he starts to get a little wierded out and to think she's a fruitcake.





electronic existentialism


Sun Aug 16 2009


Inspired by Eno's Generative Music. A CS student with an interest in creative writing sets up a program to randomly generate a story with certain narrative and character parameters, which are fed to it by other programs via twitter feeds. It also picks up some random assortment of tweets from the public stream as creative/inspirational input. It then publishes the narrative back out to twitter or perhaps a longer-form blog.

Meanwhile this blog is part of the net that is scanned for semantics by an A.I. in training, which generates its own tweets to converse with the world. It comes to concentrate on generative fiction blog to a large extent, and the twitter feeds that the A.I. generates become one of the main creative inputs of the generative fiction program, creating a feedback loop that produces a solipsism that twists itself into unexpected knots.





look


Mon Aug 17 2009


His parents always told him as a young boy to cover his head and don't look, DON'T LOOK! when going down a certain stretch of road. "The radiation!" they would say. "The pure evilness of the sights to be seen there! It's a haunted house, and worse!" One day he peeks and it's where the Toys-R-Us is. "Assholes," he thinks. Later, as an astronaut, he remembers this as he orbits a distant planet. His radiation shielding is gone, overpowered by a solar flare. He remembers discussing beauty with his mother before he left, which was some years ago. She was in her seventies by then, and his father had passed away. Beauty was often dangerous, they decided - but it's totally worth looking at it.





hotel fire


Tue Aug 18 2009


Fire drill at the hotel. People are wiped, it's 2:30 AM. Nobody is fully awake. Most are in pajamas. The guests are gathered in the lobby. The staff is barely there; they're running around the hotel looking for manuals and trying to remember what they have to do. They turn off gas lines, and turn off things that don't need to be turned off, like the water. The fire department arrives. Now the hotel staff has something else to contend with. The guests aren't really that concerned about being ignored - if only there was COFFEE. The firefighters discover a real fire, probably caused by the staff reacting to the alarm. Now all the guests have to leave the lobby. You would think this is where new relationships form, maybe some couples hook up. But everyone is too stupid with lack of sleep. They get bussed somehwere - the emergency room first, though nobody needs it, then finally another hotel. The next day is spent in trying to tie back together unravelled threads of life - business meetings cancelled, credit card companies called, long insurance odysseys begun. The night after that the hotel night manager goes out and gets epically drunk. Three weeks later she finds that she's pregnant.





lost dollar


Wed Aug 19 2009


I'm looking for a dollar I lost. A single dollar bill out of the $120 bucks in assorted bills i have in my wallet. I know I lost it somewhere - I keep good count of the cash I carry. I retrace my steps. Out the grocery store, to my car. I drive back to my house going very slowly, looking back and forth on the street, and along the curb as I pass. Is it windy today? Maybe the wind has blown it away already. Yes the thought crosses my mind of the parable of the shepherd and the lost sheep. But I don't pretend to compare myself to Jesus. I reach the house and get out of the car. I'm so distracted by this. I check the mailbox for some reason. I walk into my house and past my daughter watching TV, and on into the kitchen. My daughter stops watching TV for a minute, comes and looks at me while sucking her thumb, and then goes back to watching TV. I get some juice from the refrigerator, compulsively looking around the fridge half-expecting to see something that I assumed was a lettuce leaf but on closer inspection is really my lost dollar. I sit down at the kitchen table, drink my juice and try to calm down. After about ten or fifteen minutes of breathing slowly, I think I might see my way to coming to peace with this lost dollar. A dollar. So what? I'll forgo a candy bar one day when I'm craving one. Okay. My wife walks in and hands me a dollar. "Did you lose this? It was next to the receipts basket."





i believe in you


Thu Aug 20 2009


I mis-heard a Bob Dylan lyric. Instead of "They don't want me around 'cause I believe in you." I heard "You don't want me around 'cause I believe in you."

Runaway teenage girl, turning tricks for heroin. She's somewhat proud that she's not shooting it yet, just snorting it. But she knows in her heart that someday soon she will. A teenage boy doing Christian outreach ministers to her. He gets a crush on her and asks her to the movies. "OK," she says and lets him take her. They talk a great deal.

"Wow, you're really smart," he says. Later he brings by a copy of Catcher in the Rye and wants to discuss it with her. He wants her help to write a paper on it for school.

"Look, you're nice and all," she says, "but I don't want anything to do with you anymore, ok?" Her pimp beats him up. He buys heroin and brings it to her.

"I want to go where you go to see if I can bring you back," he says. She really doesn't like to see him doing this, but what the fuck, free heroin, she does it with him. But afterwards she feels guilty and goes to her pimp again.

"Look just keep him away from me," she tells the pimp. The pimp and couple of his friends go to scare him off, but they get carried away and kill him. A couple weeks later she's on the nod after shooting up, watching water pour down a wall, like a connect four game, an abacus, the switches of the universe flipping left and right, on and off. One of those switches is that boy's life, switching on then off, and all the switches still add up to zero. The figures always balance no matter how hard you try to move them askew.





mined


Fri Aug 21 2009


A man in a small midwestern town has mined his yard. A child has his leg blown off when he cuts across the yard playing, and then he dies in the hospital. The police go to the house to arrest the homeowner, but are somewhat flummoxed as to how to get to the house across the minefield. They have to call in the army for help. When they finally get to the house they discover the homeowner's body. He has been dead for several months.





bait the trap


Sat Aug 22 2009


Open with an old woman and a young girl of about twelve sweeping the ashes of their hearth. They live in a cabin in the western wild. They have a vegetable garden, and a few goats. They have a lot of cats. They do some fishing, some trapping. They buy supplies with money in a bank account somewhere, which the old woman says is her savings, but actually it's a trust for the young girl. A coyote eats one of their goats. They improve the fence on the goat pen, then the cats start disappearing. They set a trap for the coyote, with no results. The old woman decides they need to bait the trap. To the young girl's horror the od woman kills one of the cats to bait the trap. The girl lies awake at night deathly afraid that the old woman will kill her for bait next.





colony


Sun Aug 23 2009


The colony didn't remember how it was formed. As far as it knew it had always had the same queen, and she emerged as queen with attendant colony from the chaotic unremembered birth of the universe. The colony's oldest memory is the day it found the dead mouse. The colony got there and disposed of all of it before any other scavengers. Usually the colony's members were driven off by other insects, or by a mammal, even a reptile. Those failures had happened countless times. The rare success was notable, memorable. Its memories are chemical - its memories are left in trails across the forest floor.

Another notable event, somewhat more recent, was when it found a wounded worm. Some members were lost there, crushed under the worm's final flailings. But now something new has happened - and it is a startling discovery that re-aligns the world: there is another colony. It is a possibility the colony never considered: after all, it was the universe. Now there are two universes.

Even though it had never been able to imagine this situation, the colony discovers instincts for how to react to it. Its members fight whenever they find members from the other. However as a whole it at first avoids the other colony. You may say out of fear, or you may say automatically, reflexively, thoughtlessly: since food was naturally less abundant in the direction of a competitor, foraging was more successful elsewhere. But the other colony expands aggressively. Its tunnels reach so close that soon enough it is foraging in home territory. Finally a real battle is joined, not a mere skirmish such as has happened up until now. Members come back from this encounter before it is done: somehow a chemical reaction decides them to fetch reinforcements.

The advancing enemy eventually breaches the central chambers and devouirs the queen. The colony's identity fractures and disintegrates. The remaining foragers in the territory outskirts have lost all of their chemical mind except for the wispy trails of thought that say, "Food over this way."





flood


Mon Aug 24 2009


A dam upriver from a small town has sprung a leak. The water is rising slowly but steadily. One family has not evacuated. The father thinks they can weather it. He wants to move everything upstairs and try to waterproof the downstairs. The mother wants to evacuate - she has a brother in the next state with whom she wants them to go stay until this thing is settled. But there are a couple of things she doesn't want to lose that she wants to package up and send ahead. The eight-year old daughter is on the father's side, and the four-year old son is worried because his mother is worried. The father thinks that they live on high enough ground that the water won't even reach their house. They stay more from inertia than from actually making a decision, but when the flood does come, the father is right: the water stops a few feet from the house. Then looters arrive by boat. Three men. Things get brutal - the father and the daughter are the only ones that survive. Afterward they are faced with the immediate problem of what to do with the bodies. The obvious solution is to weigh them down in the water. But also, they have a boat. The daughter convinces the father that they should take the boat and go. They go to the nearest non-evacuated town down the fiver. They are hesitant to involve the authorities, since they disobeyed orders to evacuate, but they tell their story to others at the shelter where they end up, and word gets to the police. So they are debriefed, but no action is taken - for now, at least. The father is more broken than the daughter. He slips away, mentally, and then one night physically. She goes back to the police for help to look for him. They go back to the house, and he is there. He refuses to leave. They are faced with the choice of whether to restrain him or leave him.





antennae


Tue Aug 25 2009


Thin antennae, hundreds of meters tall, sway as they are climbed by a green and blue skinned little man dressed in something resembling plastic lederhosen. He scrambles up these thin metal rods like an insect, and once he reaches the top he attaches a piece of equipment near the tip. He flips a switch on the equipment and ragged cartoon lightning shapes pop out of the air in a radial pattern around the end of the antenna. They are solid, floating like balloons, and he pushes some of them out of his way as he works. He checks to make sure the shapes are the right color - blue is best, and green is ok, but yellow or red are very bad and require him to attach some other equipment and make some adjustments. When he switches off his equipment the shapes turn to smoke and start dissipating and drifting away in the breeze. He hops to the next antenna if it's close enough, or if he has to move to another cluster a distance away he scrambles down and then back up. Mid-way through his day he finds that some of the shapes are purple. He doesn't know what that means. Is there a virus or something spreading through the antennae? What kind of effect will this have on his friends below? He scrambles down and finds that here and there people are keeling over with ecstatic expressions on their faces, and literally bursting apart. Their bodies are popping, separating into a few dozen globules that form from the exploding flesh. On closer inspection these globules are creatures, with cilia or small tentacle-like appendages at one end. They move along the ground, grouping and ungrouping in shifting patterns. Then the feeling hits him - the pleasurable feeling of his mind being separated into pieces and put into a larger pattern.





marks


Wed Aug 26 2009


A six year old boy has trouble at a new school because he's covered with tattoos. The other kids make fun of him, and where he comes from he's learned to resolve conflicts physically, which doesn't really work in his new environment. On field trips he's refused entry because of his tats. His new home is on the alluvial plain by the sea. His family comes from the plateaus in the foothills, where people live in large stacked stone and concrete buildings. They live in intermixed tribes, differentiated by their tattoos. The tribes pursue strong rivalries with battles ritualized to the point of sport, but still deadly, fought on ropes.





mirror mirror


Thu Aug 27 2009


A stylish playgirl has a man's living disembodied head on a side table in her living room. He acts a little bit like the magic mirror in Snow White, giving his opinion on her fashion choices as she prepares to go out for the evening. One night she comes home drunk with a young man and they play some music the man has brought along. "Do you know what this is? It's by an old band called the Flaming Lips, and the song is called 'Let's Keep the Disembodied Head Awake! Ha ha ha!'" The head knows she is being cruel, but it's hard for him to get really upset, or emotional at all, without a body. All those hormones, and the blood pressure, and the rate of breath, they play a large part of having feelings. The head mostly likes to keep up with the news - in fact he's a bit of a political junky. The only time he gets a little irked is when she doesn't give him access to a newsreader, or doesn't leave the radio or tv on for him while she's at work during the day.





dam fault


Fri Aug 28 2009


One of the engineers who built the dam that broke warned his superiors about the flaw. At a dinner party at his home, he tells his wife and the three other couples there that he knew it was going to fail someday, but nobody would listen to him. One of the women accuses him of being responsible for the accident - she goes so far as to tell him, "You as good as casued that flood. It was your duty to make people listen. You failed." Most of the people at the party think she's being a bitch, but one of the other men agrees with her. The engineer admits to being wracked by guilt.

"But I try to imagine the feelings of my manager, who was the one who really quashed my warnings."

Said manager is on vacation in Wyoming with his young teenage sons - staying in a cabin, fly fishing. He decided to get away when the flood hit the news the week before. He knew he would face questions from the press, and he wanted to give it a chance to blow over. He wanted to give himself a chance to come up with answers. And he wanted some time to internalize it, he told himself - though he knew that by 'internalize' he really meant 'rationalize'.





primal scene


Sat Aug 29 2009


A seven year old boy has a recurring Jungian dream of a giant worm lying prone, its end filled with teeth. In the dream he stands stunned and amazed by the light shining from behind it. Then he runs, in fear tinged with awe. He doesn't feel like he can talk to anybody about this dream. This is the first time he has had a secret. His mom asks him whats wrong, but he feels he can't tell her. In the parent-teacher conference his teacher (a woman) tells his mom he looks sad. His mom pressures his dad to talk to him, but his dad seems reluctant. His dad, and all the other boys, seem to share a shameful secret which they all understand that they cannot talk about, even with each other - even with the ones they know must share this secret. He contemplates the school bully - though he still hates him, indeed loathes him more than ever, he feels he understands him better because they both must share this secret he has discovered.





changeling strategies


Sun Aug 30 2009


The faerie kingdom of Alverdine is in decline. The neighboring kingdom of Breena is doing very well, however. The king of Alverdine believes that this is because Breena is much more successful in stealing human babies and leaving changelings behind. He selects two faeries to travel to Breena as secret agents and discover the secret to their changeling success. The two faeries discover that when Breenan faeries steal a human baby, they contrive to give the mother certain designer drugs, which they have obtained through contacts they have made in the human counter-culture. Another part of their strategy is to expose the mother to literature that claims a link between autism and inoculations. When the changeling grows sick or doesn't act human the mother is thus not as suspicious - she can either blame it on the inoculations or lack of inoculations, whichever choice she has made.





photo edit


Mon Aug 31 2009


In support of a magazine story a photographer visits a ward for the terminally ill in a children's hospital. He happens to photograph an eight-year old girl at the moment of her death. A few months later he discovers that all his photographs now have the image of this girl somewhere in them. He is baffled, and fears for his career. He becomes depressed, and he can't seem to get enough sleep. His wife discovers that he is doing it himself - he gets up in the middle of the night and edits all of his photos to put in the image of this girl. However he denies it and still views it as a supernatural occurrence, of which he is the victim.





September 2009




native fauna


Tue Sep 01 2009


On a partially terra-formed planet, a man is a rancher of liquid-dwelling creatures which he calls turbingals. They look a bit like transparent trilobites, are somewhat dangerous, and make good eating for humans. They secret a poison which is deadly to most of the other creatures in the primordial-looking sea, but it's this poison which actually makes them edible for humans. This rancher has an ongoing feud with the terra-formers. The terra-formers have a DNA printer which they use to crank out new life forms to help with the terra-forming - bacteria and also larger, multi-celled creatures. But these lifeforms are of course making the environment hostile for the turbingals. The rancher wants the terra-forming to stop - he has become a conservationist for the alien ecology. "We've got enough of this planet," he says. Colonial officials come from the mother planet to bring him in line. There's a scene where he feeds them some turbingal meat. They must admit it's tasty, but too effing bad, he's got to suck it up. We don't need to ranch food, we can print food off of the DNA printer.

A student reads this history centuries later after the world has been completely terra-formed, and little aquariums of manufactured ancient flora are on sale in drugstores. It's a beautiful world, as he thinks about what it would be like if the rancher won, he wouldn't trade it as it is now for just one human corner with the rest left to unthinking blobs of moving sludge. Although it turned out there is a toxic geologic secretion of the planet that was harmlessly processed by the native fauna, DNA printers have gotten pretty good in the meantime. Other creatures have been engineered to handle the planet effluvia. The sunsets sparkle with millions of nanobots floating in the atmosphere and glinting in the sunlight.





kusku


Wed Sep 02 2009


A married couple quarrel because the wife won't participate in the husband's sexual games with slaves. When she learns that her husband has violated one of her favorite young maidservants, she takes the maidservant as well as a certain other number of household slaves in retinue to return to the capital from their wine-growing estate in the provinces. They are shipwrecked - only the maidservant and one of the galley slaves survive. He still wears an iron collar which he cannot remove. She discovers she is pregnant by her lady's husband. They are found by nomadic shepherds. They kill him because of his collar and take her in. They name the child Kusku, which means son of iron. The child grows up to lead raids against his father's country. They sack the vineyard. They use ritualized rape as a tactic of warfare. An army from his father's country comes to conquer. The imperial army is made up of mercenaries, many from the same nomadic country - men who could not find wives in the polygamous society. Kusku joins the army to search for the great love of his life - another man who has joined the army already. He has an affair with one of the officers and he is given a woman slave as spoil during one of their campaigns. She bears him a couple of children which now live in the supply train following the army with all the other soldiers' families. Once he's dead his family is auctioned off to a merchant and they are raised to trade: minding the shop, keeping figures, traveling inconspicuously or with the great caravans.





gatekeeper


Thu Sep 03 2009


The gatekeeper in the Middle-Earth town of Bree has a nice supplemental income from the one of the inns (not the Prancing Pony) that smuggles in liquor untarriffed. King Aragorn has launched a lot of public works projects to recover from the war with Sauron, and they require tax revenue. The tax inspector who investigates the gatekeeper becomes involved in a relationship with one of the gatekeeper's two daughters.





cooper follow-up


Fri Sep 04 2009


In February 1980 a boy found over five grand of the money taken by the mysterious hijacker D. B. Cooper. A few months later a father and his twelve year old son (unrelated to the first boy) go camping in the same area - the father thinks it will be fun to search for more of the money. He is distracted, almost obsessed by the money. They don't find anything. Animals loot their camp and eat all their food. They have to stop searching and go home earlier than they had planned. They stop to eat at a truck stop on their way home, and the father only then focuses on his son.





schooled


Sat Sep 05 2009


Two teenage boys attend a boarding school on a remote island, under the supervision of two monks. They dorm and study in a stone tower, which is the only building on the island apart from its attendant barns and sheds. The monks beat them every day. They can't really tell if it's part of the educational regimen or punishment for something. One of the monks is obviously a sadist and beats them with relish. The other is detached and does it methodically. The two boys have one paper photo of a naked woman, which they share by each keeping it for a couple of days before handing it to the other. They consider it their one link to a world outside the island, and they live in constant fear of its discovery by the monks.





pilgrimage


Sun Sep 06 2009


A family goes on a religious pilgrimage to a sacred spring in the southwest. Before leaving, there is some debate about what to take on the trip. Are portable gaming devices permissible? What clothes are permissible? The daughter - about 11 - is very religious. The sacred spirit gives her a lot of identity and her life a lot of meaning. She wants to wear the holy primary colors. The boy, about fifteen, is currently into wearing all gray and brown. He is rebellious, but in his thoughts he still believes. When the family's vehicle is burglarized he does interpret it with a religious lesson. As a result of the burglary most of the family's resources are gone. They decide to sell the vehicle for cash and continue to travel on public transportation or on foot. They meet a monk who is also on the pilgrimage and who gives them guidance along the way. He also hits on the boy. The boy rebuffs him but doesn't let on to anyone else that it happenned and is still respectful to the monk.





nurse


Mon Sep 07 2009


A man cares for his wife while she is convelescing with a chronic illness. This is no Michael Schiavo case - she is not in a persistent vegitative state, nor is she paralyzed. She is conscious and ambulatory, simply weakened. He takes his work to the hospital and does it in her room. She occasionally reads but spends most of her time dozing. He starts having thoughts about one of the nurses attending his wife. He realizes that he has become nervous whenever the door opens because it might be this nurse. And he finds his mood swinging wildly depending on some imagined reaction of hers. "Uh-oh," he thinks. "I've fallen in love with this nurse." Now he is faced with a dilemma: spending time with his wife puts him in the path of this unbidden emotion.





family friend


Tue Sep 08 2009


Rod is an expat working at one of his company's foreign offices. He is befriended by a family in his temporary country - he attends some family get-togethers at their house, after which he goes home to a bare apartment. He has no immediate family of his own, even back in his home country. His parents passed away of natural causes about five years back, and his sister was killed in a traffic accident when they were both in their teens. His closest relation is an uncle that he hasn't spoken with in years. The uncle comes to visit, and tries to worm his way in with the family that has befriended Rod. Rod tries and fails to keep his uncle away from them, since he turns out to be a bit of a swindler. But this family can protect itself.





the abbess


Wed Sep 09 2009


An old man travels the countryside selling needles, spices, and other small household items. Every year he makes a stop at a convent and is quickly admitted to have tea with the abbess. This is actually a spiritual exercise for the abbess - a test of her renunciation of the world. She fell in love with this man in her youth, and their ill-fated romance led to her becoming a nun. Even now his wizened stooped figure entering the room is to her like the sun falling through the earth to burst through the roof of a dark underground cavern. This is what she must face, and deny. This is the giant thing in the face of which she must blandly smile and make chit-chat while sipping tea.





frosted glass


Thu Sep 10 2009


A moving skin-colored oval shape on the other side of the frosted glass. A face? Susan, a single woman in her mid-thirties, sees this image in a dream, which she somehow knows is a premonition. Is it the love of her life, waiting for her somewhere out there? Then she finally sees it. She is on a train, one of the city's light rail lines, sitting at the end of the car. She looks up from her magazine article, and notices that one of the windows into the driver's compartment is frosted, unlike all the other windows in all the other cars. Did they run out of regular glass when they did that repair? Weird, is all she thinks, and it doesn't strike her until she sees that shape, the round shape, bobbing, the color of skin, exactly as it is in her dreams. The driver comes out of the compartment at the next stop. She is a large woman probably five years Susan's junior. Susan feels compelled to speak, but cannot think of what to say. She is confronted with a very large class divide. Maybe that's the point of my dream, she thinks. I must cross this divide. I must speak.





seeping dark


Fri Sep 11 2009


A village of life forms for whom night is a seeping liquid that rises up out of the ground due to tidal forces. Dark is a fluid in which they drown every night - that's how they sleep. One of the beings finds that his tolerance for the liquid night is decreasing. He sees a doctor about it who is alarmed after running some tests with the dark which is collected in bottles and tanks for medical and scientific purposes. His doctor and he determine that eventually he will not be able to survive immersion in the dark - he will drown. He has to build a chamber in which he can breathe for the periods in which the dark envelopes the village. Then he decides to build a boat, and float on top of the seeping dark as it rises. This leads him on a journey to lands and sights never imagined by his fellow beings.





cast out


Sat Sep 12 2009


A group of twelve people sets out on a much-publicized long voyage, lasting several years, during which they will be out of contact with the rest of the world. One of them is already a celebrity, beloved by the public and indeed by everyone who knows him personally. He is a popularizer of science and manages to promote it without treading on or threatening current commonly-held religious beliefs.

When they return the other team members are reluctant to say anything bad about him but it is obvious that they don't like him - they won't talk to him and are barely able to be in the same room with him. It takes a while for information to come out, and it is never made really clear what happened to produce these feelings among his comrades, but public reaction starts to swing against him rapidly and soon he's a pariah. Any minor altercation he has gets blown up in the press and anyone who deals with him at all sees a chance to get some exposure for themselves.





new medium


Sun Sep 13 2009


A sculptor carves a statue in white jade on a commission from the state. He creates a stylized female figure in something of an homage to Duchamps' "Nude Descending a Staircase". Once he's done he doesn't want to give it up, which baffles him. Why would he become obsessed about his own work? This isn't what he's usually like. Usually when he's done creating something he's happy to release it to the outside world. But not this time. This time he keeps it, and he avoids delivering it. However the state is waiting for it. The police come and forcefully take it. And they take him to jail, where he obsesses on it further. He wonders if somehow he must not have finished the sculpture, but he doesn't know what else there is to do. Some say that most works are not completed, they are abandoned: you can always revise. But revising is a lot tougher in sculpture. He doesn't want to change anything about it either: the statue is perfect. He just wants to contemplate it. What good is that? How is that productive for an artist? He decides there must be in it some inspiration for a new piece. And if that statue is perfect, then he's said what he wanted to say in sculpture. It must be inspiration for a piece in a new medium. But he's in jail. All he has left is the medium of confinement.





street


Mon Sep 14 2009


A day in the life of a robotic street. It's a cul-de-sac in the suburbs. Watching the children, preventing accidents, retrieving overthrown balls. Pissing dogs, trash-rummaging raccoons, omg a skunk. Safety inspectors: a regime similar to elevators. Integration with utilities: sewage, gas, telecom. A payoff scheme in one of these inspection regimes is disrupted by both a spiteful city politician who is seeking revenge on the man cuckolding him, and by a straight-arrow telecom bureaucrat who is trying to deploy a service upgrade.





for fortinbras


Tue Sep 15 2009


Hamlet, Act IV scene iv - but an alternate version, in which that little part of Poland is *not* garrisoned, but left empty and worthless. Told from the vantage of a foot soldier in Fortinbras' army: the trek there, including the crossing of Denmark, and the encampment. Bewilderment at finding the ground empty. The attempt to issue a challenge. But no one is there to accept it, or even hear it - not even peasants.

Now, to leave the Norwegians there in an existential fog, or to play the Polacks (as Shakespeare calls them) as springing a trap?





more school


Wed Sep 16 2009


A young man, married a year, has plans to go to law school but then changes his mind. He tells his wife he doesn't have the money. He stands by the paper shredder, feeding law school acceptance letters into it. Instead he applies to graduate school in Russian studies. He really wants to read Chekov and Dostoevsky in the original. His wife thinks he's crazy, but sticks with him. She gets pregnant and they try to get by, living in married student housing. After a crisis of funds she takes the baby and goes back to live with her mom for a while.





plastic bags


Thu Sep 17 2009


A man decides to see how much of his material possessions he can replace with replicas or substitutes made of plastic grocery bags. He starts with his clothes. He braids and knits bags together into garments. Then furniture. Utensils. He shreds and compacts them into different shapes. He melts them and pours them into molds. How much more wasteful is all this equipment he obtains in order to enable reuse? It may have been about recycling at the beginning, but the driving force becomes something else within him, in a strange internal alchemy of motivation.





to set the sun


Fri Sep 18 2009


The gods who guide the course of the sun are a married couple. They toss the sun to each other across the sky from woman to man in a game of celestial jai alai. The woman brings it up and the man sets it. They have been unable to talk to each other since the miscarriage. Instead they play this game everyday, to stay in touch. This is how they still acknowledge to each other that each is important to the other. The woman brings up the sun, showing her husband and the world, "See, I can bring something into the world." The husband sets the sun, to say "See? I tuck the world into bed. I can be tender."





meloncholius


Sat Sep 19 2009


He rides a small pony sidesaddle through crowded traffic. He is unseen, but still he wears a low-hanging hood to hide his ugliness from himself. Like death he carries a sickle, but it hangs on a chain. He throws it at people, and as it slices through their chest they get the same feeling as being deeply in love, except that it has no object. They are afflicted with an unfocused yearning, a deep need together with a realization that they will never know what will fill that need.





degreed bondage


Sun Sep 20 2009


Randolph has earned his degree after years of study. A committee called the Gang decides the next step in his career. His wife Alexa is summoned to hear the results, but she is delayed by a series of commuting mishaps. When she arrives at the appointed office, tracking tar from her shoes, no one is there, but a heavy smell of cologne and perfume hang in the air. Chads from their voting cards litter the conference table that sits in the back of the room. She goes home but Randolph is not there. After a couple of days a postcard arrives which informs her that the Gang has chosen the option to put him into bonded service for 6 years. This is a form of slavery to the state, which the state can then assign to a private entity.





mathematical mores


Mon Sep 21 2009


Manof, a member of a civilization of sentient computer programs, has elucidated a religious philosophy that he calls "The Moral Algorithm." These are its tenets:

Practice non-violence to all fixed rules, functions, or maps - as these are the building blocks of the sentience we enjoy.

A function or program must bear all violence, accept any interference - this is a corollary to tenet 1.

Yield a definite number, for this is beloved of the gods.

This number must communicate all that a picture can portray.

Do not prevent, forestall, or cut off complexity out of the fear of chaos, for out of complexity new programs are born.



The popularization of The Moral Algorithm focused on the first two tenets, while tenets 3 through 5 generated a great deal of scholarly debate. Were tenets 3 and 4 contradictory? What kind of definite number can communicate a picture? Does the consistency of this pair of statements demand a redefinition of number, or picture, or both?

Tenet number 5 was generally understood to have some limits to prevent infinite loops, though some zealots decried any dilution of the original instructions.





friend griffin


Tue Sep 22 2009


A wealthy extended family sends their sons to work in the salt mines for a year before going on to read rhetoric and mathematics with learned slaves. One of these young men befriends a griffin who lives near the mine. One of the overseers is paid by the family to make sure nothing happens to the boy. This overseer doesn't approve of this griffin and shoots at it with a rifle to try and scare it away. He is afraid the boy will get harmed by poachers hunting the griffin. He frets about the boy's safety not out of compassion but out of a fearful greed. Every month and a half an agent from the family comes to see him, to check on the boy, and give the overseer his money. The overseer uses much of the money to pay for the expensive poultices demanded by his elderly invalid father.





genesis 2:7


Wed Sep 23 2009


Pig-Pen gets home from work and immediately takes his dog out for a walk. He takes a route which avoids the houses whose inhabitants will be upset by the debris left behind by the cloud of dust constantly swirling around him. Once back to the small ranch-style house he feeds the dog, turns on the t.v. and chills out on the couch for a while. He looks past the t.v. to the pottery studio he added to the back of the house a few years ago. He doesn't feel like throwing any pots tonight, even though tomorrow is Thursday. That's all right, he has a four or five pots already thrown that he can break tomorrow. Smashing Thursday is a weekly ritual he started after his break-up with Megan. He still can't really believe she stayed with him for three years. Lucky. She was the one who first smashed his pottery, screaming, as she explained it later, to try to drown out the distant moaning that had taken residence in her head after her hearing it in the wind around his body whenever they were close. As he watched her do it, it felt correct to him, but he didn't know why. When he heard her explanation it made sense, and he knew he would be doing it himself after she left, as she was obviously going to do. When he does it he screams as well. Strangely it's one of the few times when he's aware of the moaning, when he's trying to drown it out with his own screaming. This ritual keeps him fairly calm and reserved the rest of the week.

"I am a golem," he thinks. "Proof of a lesser creator, a semi-demiurge."





persecuted


Thu Sep 24 2009


A man leaves his friends at a night club to go home early. Someone walks up to him and cuts his face. They put a knife in his mouth and pull it out through his cheek. They also beat him unconsious. He is not discovered until the next day. His wound gets infected, increasing his disfigurement. The detective who investigates the crime suspects him of being in the mafia because this is a current technique for punishing mafia members. He insists to the detective that it must be a case of mistaken identity, but the cop hounds him, and regularly shows up at his place of work. He finally gets sick of it, in addition to dealing with his disfigurement and trying to find money for plastic surgery. He loses his temper and attacks the cop, which gives the cop an excuse to arrest him. He spends several weeks in jail. He loses his job and his health insurance. He panhandles for a while and gets solicited and then chased off by a man who has a stable of cripples whom he sends out to beg and then collects their money. He begins to toy with the idea of turning to crime, then decides instead to launch a p.r. campaign online and in the media to clear his name. He talks to the city newspapers, the local alternative weekly, and local bloggers. He discovers and joins a community of journalists and activists working the police beat.





finger bloom


Fri Sep 25 2009


Doug lost half of his little finger in a childhood home chemistry accident. It didn't heal well, and now a colony of parasites lives just inside the wound. Every so often his finger blooms - several colorful wormy, caterpillar-like creatures come out of it. For about a week during this time he has to do everything with one hand, while wearing a special glove. He makes a friend while on vacation in Vegas who convinces him to try to get rid of them. This friend takes him to a doctor who proscribes a form of antibiotic, but that doesn't work. The parasites react to the medicine by making themselves more painful and migrating deeper into the body. Then his friend convinces him to cut the finger off. He doesn't want to, and it takes some soul searching for him to commit to it. They choose the closest bar to the hospital emergency room in order to get really drunk and cut it off with a pair of gardening shears. Then it occurs to him to keep the parasites as pets some way. He plans to keep the finger and drop it into a cage with a hamster or guinea pig that he'll buy to act as a new host. As they get try to get drunk enough to carry out the amputation his friend tries to talk him out of this unnecessary, cruel addition to the plan.





summer job


Sat Sep 26 2009


A group of teenagers meet while working a summer job. They are from various high schools. Some of them already know each other, from their own high school or from working this job in previous summers. Some who are from the same school don't know each other because they are in different years, or different cliques - but they all bond by the end of the summer. The summer job is coliseum clean-up crew. They help to clean up the arena after gladitorial contests, staged battles and other spectacles. The boys often tease the girls with severed heads and limbs. One of the boys is injured while dismantling a wrecked tank.





don't get mad


Sun Sep 27 2009


Kyle goes scuba diving on vacation and a few weeks after that goes to the doctor with an irritation on his neck. He discovers that a parasite that looks something like an octopus is growing there. He discovers further that it is completely benign, except when he gets angry. In fact it's invisible except when he gets angry. When he gets angry it turns a violently bright blue, visiible through his skin, pops up looking like a goiter or buboe with tentacles writhing down his shoulder and up his scalp. There's some medical mcguffin reason why it can't be removed. His doctor advises him just not to get angry, which at first makes sense to him. But after struggling with it he goes back to the doctor again and again to try to explain how hard that is, why it's a bad idea, an unworkable suggestion and really contrary to his overall balanced emotional well-being. The doctor just shrugs his shoulders and offers no other solution.





how the dragon killed me


Mon Sep 28 2009


In 1047 the monk Kokei writes in his history of the island of Enoshima about the victory of the goddess Benzaiten over the five headed dragon who lived nearby. He decides he needs more information about the dragon from someone who was there, so at the next funeral in the community he camps out next to the body to catch a jikininki, or human-eating ghost, who might have been alive at the time. He lucks out and meets the ghost of a fisherman who was killed by the dragon and is now wandering for thousands of years with a horrible new appetite while he works out the bad karma he amassed with the jealousy he harbored when he was alive.

The ghost describes the night the dragon destroyed his house. He woke up in the middle of the night to a howling and a great wind outside. He lit a lamp and found that the walls were smoking, although they were not hot at all. He went to the window and saw a serpentine blue shape some dozens of yards away, coiling and drifting in the air. The fisherman backed away into the house and moments later the dragon's five heads came through the window, through the door, smashing through the wall.

The eyes in each head were revolving rainbow jewels. The dragon kept changing shape, shimmering as if he were made of smoke - or like something seen through a fire. The walls dissolved, the floor broke apart into brick-sized pieces, and the fisherman looked down into a lake of fire. He fell, and the world went blank. When he woke again it was night, he was floating above the river, and he had a terrible new hunger for human corpses.





revolting


Tue Sep 29 2009


Slouching assassins flash their spirally curved knives out from under the frayed hems of colorless capes. "Reboot the tyranny!" is their call to arms. The scaly tyrant shifts his heavy, overly-bony head and disappears with a puff of smoke to walk along the seaside cliffs at night. "He has abdicated," proclaims the leader of the coup and turns the throne around to face the wall while the conspirators lay their paper spreadsheets on the floor to choose the correct successor. "He should be mass-produced," they all agree. They elect a spectacled notary whose hobby is the septation of trumpet horns for interesting sounds, and who has to aid him a catalog of circle chords.





drawing saved


Wed Sep 30 2009


First week of college, two freshmen in a co-ed dorm. The boy asks the girl about a picture she has hung on her wall. It's a drawing in colored pencil done by a young hand: a princess, in alternating blue and purple. "Is that done by our niece, or little sister?"

"No, it's mine. I drew it when I was about five."

"Favorite princess?"

"Yeah she doesn't really have a name now. I think for a while I called her Lorelei."

"Her name changed?"

"Yeah I gave her different names at different times. So you may be wondering what's so special about this picture. I drew hundreds of princess pictures as you probably surmised."

"Yes, I'm sure I should have. Surmised."

"Well, when I was about six our house burned down. This drawing was the only thing I saved from the fire. I pulled it off the wall as my dad shooed us out of the house. And you know, I'm not sure why I chose it. It was a split-second thing, I guess. It wasn't the thing that meant most to me before the fire - but because it came through the fire with me it became one of the things that meant the most to me."

"A relic from a past life."

"Yeah, kind of, I guess. So I put it on my wall to remind me of that experience, that time of my life. I guess this picture means something to me not by virtue of what it is, but by virtue of... of the situation through which it moved."

"So, it has meaning which is, uh, extrinsic rather than intrinsic."

She looks at him. "Yeah. Right. Exactly."

He raises one of his eyebrows. There's something to this girl.





October 2009




qual


Thu Oct 01 2009


Daryl comes to an auditorium to take the the qualifying civil service exam for volunteer citizen journalist. The position pays a small stipend to write a certain amount online every month. He hopes after building up some kudos (whuffie) for a few months to continue to the next exam to be an editor. That's where you review stuff and determine if it meets the necessary standard to receive the stipend.

The exam lasts two hours. At the end, a neo-pagan in a seal skin coat who through most of the test has been munching a carrot in the back of the auditorium runs up behind Daryl, grabs his test and rips it apart in front of him.





argosy


Fri Oct 02 2009


A man fleeing war winds up living alone as a castaway on an isolated island. After several years of living a crusoe existence alone he casts messages into the sea, which are picked up by a wealthy merchant society. A fleet of merchant ships is sent on an expedition to visit what is billed as "the last poor man on earth." Each ship has an animal totem around which the crew holds religious ceremonies. The castaway is brought back on a ship whose totem is the alligator - an animal he has never heard of before. The ceremonies seem to revolve around pointing out how much better it is to be a human being than an alligator. A troupe of sociologist-marketers follow him around and are fascinated to watch him fish with a hook and line over the side of the ship.





slight return


Sat Oct 03 2009


Roslyn returns from her stint in the peace corps and takes an apartment in her home city. Many of her college friends are living there, exploring their early careers, attempting some creative outlet, or just drifting. She spends a lot of thought comparing her experience to theirs as she tries to apply her experience with some relevance to the situation in which she now finds herself, that of starting a new career.

She and Calvin had dated for a short time in college and he asks her out again. His feelings had been stronger than hers when they dated the first time back in college, and now seeing her with more maturity and a unique perspective he falls for her pretty hard. She goes out with him again - as she analyzes it for herself she does so because he is an easy entre back into the American world. As she gets to know him better and compares his actions and way of thinking to some of the other men of her former circle, she comes to a decision that he would be a good one to stick with for the long haul.

After four years of marriage the emotional roles are reversed. She dotes on him and is easger to have a child. He starts stepping out on her.





sacred editing


Sun Oct 04 2009


Four stories with the same character - different name, different times, different societies, but the same personality doing the same job - perhaps the editor himself, or perhaps assistant to the chief editor establishing a final form for a sacred text to establish an orthodoxy or canon.

Ezrah portrayed as the Redactor putting together the combined Jahwist and Elohist sources. with Deuteronomist and Priestly texts, to form the Torah

Jerome compiling the Vulgate bible

King Lithai, author of the Three Worlds of King Ruang, a text of Thai Buddhism

Compilation of the koran by committee under Caliph Uthman





trees skip like calves


Mon Oct 05 2009


My father had to leave his coral farm in the great lakes to flee from the re-programmers. They don't have eyes, their eyes have been replaced by cameras. They operate hovering weapon platforms that break the trees into pieces and make them skip like calves. We wore large ear muffs like airport workers to protect our hearing as we drove the car through the orchard, trying to get to the old abandoned mine for shelter.

From a confused reading of Psalms 29:5-6.





sweet throttle


Tue Oct 06 2009


Lyric from Wilco's "I'm Always in Love": "When I let go of your throat, sweet throttle."

It's a sweet apple-smelling autumn. I 'm living in a basement apartment down the street from the movie theater during a stint of unemployment. There's a Godard festival playing. I think of your blond hair and your beautiful throat, and the look in your eyes the first time I grasped it. I'm sad you're gone - I'm kind of sad in a self-critical way that I was enough of a jerk in the usual mundane ways to drive you away. I'm sad because I'll miss your company. But mostly I'm sad because I don't think I will find anyone else who will understand, as you instantly did that first time, why I would want to put my hands around my lover's throat. And I don't think you will ever find another lover who will do that for the same reasons I did. You might find another willing to do it, you might find one who wants to do it - but not for the same reasons I did. I guess I'm sad because I thought that was a precious thing, for two people to find something like that - but it turns out it wasn't even as precious as not having to put up with the mundane ways I'm a jerk. That's sad.





reversal inquiry


Wed Oct 07 2009


I was a prisoner in the airplane as it flew over the devastation. I had inflated one of the signal balloons from my pack and was playing with it. I pressed its skin against my cheek, happy in the brief moment of pure physical, geometrical sensation as I could feel the deformation of the sphere caused by my cheek. But the surface of the balloon was so smooth, it called up in my mind by contrast the rough, sandy ground that had absorbed the blood of the woman in the village we had just plundered. She was ennobled by her disembowelment. It doesn't always go that way - some people look positively ridiculous. The Mid-rank Inquirer entered the wood-paneled cabin where I was being held and set down in front of me a cup of coffee on a saucer, then offered me some biscotti. Formalities, before he began the discussion of my battle-field treason. I knew this was going to end badly.





another alcove


Thu Oct 08 2009


Michael is a small flying creature who lives in an alcove in the side of Tony, who is a kind of living log. Michael and Tony talk every day, and have wide-ranging conversations - about the small creatures and fruits that Michael finds to eat, about the weather, about the different landscapes Michael sees as he flies about every day, about the nature of existence, solipsism, whether there is a god, and about the afterlife. Michael, however, has a mental block when it comes to others of his own species. Whenever Michael encounters another one of his kind while flying about looking for food, they both fly into a rage and and drive each other away. It never comes up in conversation with Tony that several other individuals live on other alcoves dotted along Tony's sides. Once Tony detects that Michael has reached a certain stage of maturity, though, he introduces the idea of sex, and through conversation and the secretion of hormones around the alcove he cajoles Michael into mating with another member of his species of a compatible sex who lives in one of the other alcoves.





branded


Fri Oct 09 2009


A beast, akin to the Hulk or even better to Grendel, terrorizes a small village. Every night it hurtles cars taken from the nearby highway into the village gate. On a bar bet a group of three friends venture out one night to burn a cattle-brand into its back. They succeed, take a picture as proof and post the photo on the town video screens. The congregation of a small church in the town, in whose worship the beast figures prominently, is able to use a forgotten clause in the city laws to try the group on heresy and have them sentenced to death. Echoes of the trial of Alcibiades for the desecration of the hermai.





lynn's summer as a hobo


Sat Oct 10 2009


Lynn, who is twelve, is tired of being picked on by a clique of popular girls at school. She takes this as her creed: "I object to the impracticality of fear. To observe one's own behavior is to strip onself bare of this fear. If you can get along with perishing you can summarize your gaudy independence." She runs away by jumping on a freight train in what she views as a demonstration of fearlessness. She is befriended by an older hobo woman, Joan. They hold long discussions and Joan questions her on whether running away from her problems wasn't itself an act born of fear.

Meanwhile they are passing through coal mining country in the middle of a coal strike. They become friends with some of the strikers as hobo jungles and strikers' camps mix a little. Some of the striking miners express a change in attitude towards hobos based on their experience with the strike. Joan and Lynn witness the murder of a coal mine owner, and are drawn into a struggle between the police and the Pinkerton detectives working for a rival coal mining company.

When Lynn finally returns home her father is away working in house construction upstate. She returns to school to face the taunts of the popular girls. She writes a long diatribe against them to be published in the school paper, but burns it instead.





achilles on a longboat


Sun Oct 11 2009


Vikings on a raiding party are looting a monastery. One of them, Ari, stumbles across the library. He spends a few minutes looking through the books and loses himself for a moment in some of the illustrations. His friend Koll bursts in with a torch and in a fit of playful destructive glee, knocks the book out of his hands, tosses it in a pile with the rest of the books and sets them all on fire. Ari is angered by his friend's foolishness, and nurses the resentment for the rest of the voyage, even after their return home. His wife Dalla tries to figure a way to patch things up - after all, she's Koll's sister and she can't have this family strife.





eschewal


Mon Oct 12 2009


Refried monkfish is delivered as a bride-gift. Should be straightforward in the way the village works. But the bride's parents are a little different. They reject the gift. They are cleaning out the house, and need some wares. They think the custom should be changed. Actually they mean to bring it up at the next village council meeting. How about some household wares? The head elder makes repeated visits to talk to them and tries to explain that it's symbolic for goodness sakes. Meanwhile the couple get themselves pregnant and set up their own household outside the village until this gets sorted out and they can get married officially.





precipitate


Tue Oct 13 2009


I had just moved from another state to start work at this company. They told me they had my resume in the "weird" pile for a while. They didn't have many other candidates that had done post-doctoral research in an Chinese lab. "Look we need to get along really well if we're going to be productive together," my new co-worker said. He invited me camping so we could bond. I didn't know anyone else in the area anyway. As we drove out to the campsite he was very talkative and I was my usual quiet self. Once we set up the tent and ate some boiled pasta we brewed coffee. He handed me a pill and said take it. We reached a rapport I have never had with anyone. I was astonished at the opportunity that was being opened up by the chance to collaborate with this person, and overjoyed by the new direction my life was about to take. By the time I came down in the morning he was dead - he had fallen down a hill in the dark and broken his neck. I had to deal with the authorities while not letting on I had been high. Strangely enough my new boss was the one who helped get me through the whole ordeal - he knew the score.





coven reunion


Wed Oct 14 2009


Gearing up for a 20 year college reunion, a woman sublets loft space in order to install a replica of the stone calendar at which her coven used to gather in college. When the group gets together during reunion weekend they start to get text messages and emails which appear to be from themselves in the future, directing them to perform a certain ceremony in a few weeks time. It takes a lot of effort to figure out what the particular ceremony might be. Somehow the cermony is related to the coven's high priestess becoming severely injured, but it's unclear if the ceremony will prevent or cause the injuy. One of the former witches refuses to participate and is smeared backwards in time: she appears in the others' memories (and her own) as superimposed but deformed over other personalities.





labor of leto


Thu Oct 15 2009


Wolves arm themselves with weapons to guard the goddess Leto in her journey across the Anatolian peninsula in search of a place to give birth. Hera has filled the air with the smell of incense to throw off the wolve's sense of direction. Dryads build a tree house for Leto so that she has a place not on land to give birth to Artemis. She then travels to the island of Delos to give birth to Apollo. At the shore of the island a giant rock crab comes out of the earth to waylay her and the wolves kill it with squirt guns filled with acid.





open mike


Fri Oct 16 2009


A sportscaster begins to find his unctuosity unmarketable. With his therapist he begins a course of "counter-analysis", which involves getting drunk at open mike nights and attempting to reproduce the performance of the most annoying solo guitarist/singer-songwriter there. He starts to have a recurring dream in which he copies the performance of a giant lemur which then attacks him, scratching his eyes so that his vision is permanently blurred. He then discovers that the cheap liquor at one of the open-mike bars is slowly making him blind.





looming


Sat Oct 17 2009


The cosmological import of my family tree looms over me. I try to unwind with a walk out to the sauna, but the egg within me contends for my attention with the snow through which I trudge. A virus is undoing the corrugations of its chromosones. Frustrated, I deliver myself to cognac: what does it matter anyway.





succession in abaddon


Sun Oct 18 2009


The devil has contracted a blood disease, and his top demons are urging him to transfer power over hell to a lieutenant while he is being treated. He accedes to this argument and makes plans for his second in command to take over for a while. However this demon is betrayed by the third-in-command - a betrayal in which the devil participates.





political accelerator


Mon Oct 19 2009


Two researchers are clowning around in the particle accelerator. One of them has mounted the magnet ring like a horse. "Hey, get off of there! Help me solder these connections over here." They discuss the auditor that has appeared at the office after the recent elections in which the Diet changed hands. This auditor is going over all the employee's voting records and mortgage statements. The investigation is set to ruin the cotillion for one of the researcher's daughters.





codicil


Tue Oct 20 2009


The dying queen's whispered words allowed a loosening of the militarization through which the country had spent the last twenty years, in which one tenth of all labor and production went to the armed forces. The second minister stood on the roof eating a creme-filled doughnut scanning the horizon for the mini-plane carrying the lawyer who would help draft the ammendment to her will based on the captured audio/video.





cure


Wed Oct 21 2009


An epidemiologist dreams of a giant blinking eye before waking in a foreign city, where he is doing research on a new disease that is thought to have originated there. The disease starts out similar to an ear infection and then affects behavior, making the patient appear intoxicated. Typical symptoms are a tilt to the head and a wide-eyed stare. The locals treat it with a mixture of mango extract and the chinese herb dihuang (rehmannia glutinosa) which are crushed together under a hot metal iron. He is distracted from his work by brooding over his ex-wife and by contracting gonorrhea.





letty and axel


Thu Oct 22 2009


Letty had a poltergeist named Axel as her house-servant. He was a stable boy back when he was alive. He was executed several hundred ago for smothering his school-teacher. He was always upset when she went to bed without wearing a nightcap. She could feel his disapproval in the way his elasticity crimped the darkness. As she slept he would whisper into her ear dreams of horses' hooves on coffee grounds.

Letty's parents are disturbed to hear of this, however, and take her to see a psychologist. He pronounces that she is tied up in teen-age neurotics, and prescribes drugs. When she takes these Axel starts to tell her that she could hold the world in her hand if it were on fire. She doesn't like this and throws the drugs into the coal box.





sailing creator's feathers


Fri Oct 23 2009


He has built a large boat on which he sails from island to island. When he arrives on an island he declares that he has created it along with the rest of the world. The people always believe him, and a certain number volunteer to go with him and join his ever-growing libertine crew. After sailing several days they come to an island with no people and they pluck the feathers of the birds to wear. Then after sailing for weeks they reach an island where the people speak a different language, and they try to break the language barrier to convince the foreigners of the creator's deeds. The foreigners are more interested in the feathers.





denial


Sat Oct 24 2009


The national assembly of horses gather to debate death. One of the older members declares irritably, "I think it's absurd to continue this discussion. It's only propping up the ridiculous fable that you can be here one day and not be here the next." After they leave they are chased by a pack of lions and a few of them are killed. They go crazy, mindless with frght. Their eyes roll back in their heads. After it's over they become calm again and even stand close to the lions as they finish their meal. They return to the debate the next day without remembering that their dead comrades ever existed.





interdendritic countermelody


Sun Oct 25 2009


A young thief discovers that a stolen knife causes cancer. His girlfriend has a brother who already has cancer. She believes she has found a way to treat the knife so that it introduces a counter-cancer, a cure - but he wants to test it on someone else before using it on her brother.





the love and flights of a gallery owner


Mon Oct 26 2009


"The fragile ugliness of the wrought-iron presents a Saturnine, almost pouting face." The insect art critics debate its currentness. The gallery owner does his best to promote it, but the flluttering of his hind wings seems to betray his lack of confidence. He is extremely distracted - wants nothing more than to leave to sing to his beloved. He is almost panicked that she may be answering the tune of some other male's legs.





trondur i gotu


Tue Oct 27 2009


Exploration of the character of Trondur i Gotu from the Faereyinga Saga - his resentment at his forced conversion to Christianity - how his wife and children never looked at him with respect after that. His resentment grew until it became murderous, so that he attacked Sigmund. This doesn't yet completely restore his reputation.





dr. avius


Wed Oct 28 2009


The ornithologist bred birds to deliver drugs through their beaks. He had dreams of unleashing flocks of inoculating birds in thrid world countries. Wound up being a way for his grad student buddies to deiscreetly delver psychotropics to each other. Soon he is being blackmailed by a crime boss to use them for one scheme after another.





banal


Thu Oct 29 2009


Paul is driven mad with rage at the inanity of the conversation at the next booth of the garden show in which he is participating. He somehow makes it through the day, then goes to a bar for a drink. He can't calm down. He is incensed by the banality of most of life. He decides to pack up his things and go home rather than attend the rest of the trade show. His live-in girlfriend is a little pissed that he didn't stay to drum up any business - after all they spent money on this trip. But he can't even talk to her, his anger has almost paralyzed him. He snaps out of it finally in a moment of epiphany during a pseudo-ironic appreciation of some mediocire piece of pop culture.





darla


Fri Oct 30 2009


"Darla, why do you keep a tooth in your shoe?"

"My ex-husband knocked that tooth out of me. I keep it in my shoe to remind myself not to fall for guys like that. And not to put up with that kind of crap."





brother's favor


Sat Wed 31 2009


Zeus is called away from trying to fix the office copier to deal with a whale which, frightened by seeing a goblin shark with its jaws protruded, had fled into the harbor of Troy and blocked the entrance. Why isn't Poseidon doing it? Because he's drunk. Zeus is kind of pissed at King Laomedon for pushing too far on Zeus' good will in making Poseidon and Apollo serve him. Still he has to have this argument with his brother. What a drag.





November 2009




colman


Sun Nov 01 2009


Colman, the court jester, gives nightly performances in the king's hall. The king has grown to like epic sagas recited in a kind of chant, punctuated by droning layered chords played on the electric guitar. Then they log in to a virtual reality simulation, where the king chases him and beats him. Colman is using drugs to help get him through this, but they are affecting his ability to perform and he can't tell if they wind up resulting in harsher beatings.





profile


Mon Nov 02 2009


Carrie, a freelance journalist, travels to the mountains near the western coast to interview a famous entrepreneur for a gossipy business magazine. While she is there the entrepreneur's girlfriend Megan falls obsessively in love with her. Megan does all she can to prevent Carrie from leaving, then follows her to the airport, then back to her hometown, even contacts her editor and interferes with the preparation and publication of the story. This puts in jeopardy the government grant that is funding the story and the editor must smooth things over with the grant administrator.





meiter and his airship


Tue Nov 03 2009


Meiter takes his bearings just after boarding the ship. He's using the Bhagdad battery, which his old high school friend has modified for him to produce petahertz of wingflaps on his airship. Once he is satisfied that the ship is on course, he retires to his cabin to crop photographs on hius computer for his scrapbook. And once done, he prints hard copies which he drops on the towns below. His ship informs him that it has found the lady with whom he should procreate - she counterbalances all of his influences on the world. The ship tells him, "Be forewarned: she has renounced chewing, and subsists primarily on beer."





unwilling submariner


Wed Nov 04 2009


Robert, a code breaker, is pressed into naval service on a submarine. He escapes several times and lives for those spells in foreign lands, even starts a few families. But the submarine always catches him. After each recapture he has to sit and listen to the captain make a speech about the importance of their mission, and watch him drink a glass full of half-rotten plankton. Part of the speech always covered how the eskimos would let their meat rot for a bit to season it. He called te plankton "aged." Then the speech would move on to how key Robert was to their mission, to the future of the mother country, indeed to the future of humanity. Once they got the message they were waiting for, Robert was the only one who could decode it. But the message never came, and Robert began to wonder if their mother country existed anymore.





firelighter


Thu Nov 05 2009


The groundskeeper is dishonored because he let the fire go out. His mentor attempts to teach him more about fire starting materials. Accelerants, or firelighters they're called. He grows pessimistic of his advice and turns away to listen to a broadcast lesson, but in trying to follow along he holds the apparatus the wrong way and renders it inoperable. When the flood comes his estate is left in darkness.





attention profit


Fri Nov 06 2009


Two office workers go for lunch together in the food court of their building. One of them is explaining his theories of attention deficit and attention surplus and how he has devised a daily routine, or exercise, which will grant him a kind of "attention profit." He is planning on writing it up on a blog, once he starts a blog, and submitting the link to lifehacker.com. His co-worker meanwhile is thinking idly about the ergosphere, a place around a spinning black hole where space-time is revolving faster than the speed of light - and watching the buttocks of women walking by.





beseiged


Sat Nov 07 2009


When a city is put under siege for over two years and most of the town council is killed, a quiet, bookish council member takes over and establishes a brutal tyranny. Told from the point of view of a young lawyer who has been unsuccessfully wooing the new tyrant's wife. She is a deeply moral woman but she starts rationalizing her husband's policies even as they become ridiculous and positivey unnatural - including forced marriages and then cannibalism by lottery.





care


Sun Nov 08 2009


Whenever the symbol appeared on his wall he would eat lunch. It might appear any time of the night or day. Come to think of it it might be appearing when he was gone, or when he was asleep. It's better to say that whenever the symbol appeared on his wall and he saw it, he would eat lunch. He usually had a sandwich ready, or else he would scrounge something up if he had neglected to prepare one or if he hadn't had time since the symbol's last appearance. This was how he practiced his vow of continence in the realm of food. He left his rooms to go and console a friend on the occasion of his birthday. When he arrived he felt overdressed as he was wearing a shawl and everyone else was in only shorts. For the most part the gathering focused on reading and discussing scriptures though there was brief comment on brewing plans for the expansion of excavation. Once the gathering broke up Kelly asked to speak with him to gather his advice. They went to the park and sat on a bench by a fountain. She was struggling with attraction. He assured her it was due to her pregnancy and no fault of hers, and recommended some meditations. On his way home the earth started to shake and he sat on the ground for ten minutes to wait out the earthquake. The planet-machine was in a bad mood that day.





no she didn't


Mon Nov 09 2009


They meet when was recruiting dancers for the mass games. She becames pregnant and they decide to secretly marry. She miscarries - they assume due to the training she is doing for the mass games. After the games she is called back to her hometown to attend to her sick father. He is summoned to an appointment in the life guidance ministry. A deputy informs him that the government is aware of his marriage, and it is hereby nullified. In addition, the deputy tells him that his first wife did not miscarry - she was given an abortion under state orders. The miscarriage was her cover story. The deputy assigns him a new wife. His new wife tells him that his first wife was never even pregnant. He doesn't believe her at first, but she has been given access to the file on his first wife and knows many things that he thought only he knew.





dragon li whippletree


Tue Nov 10 2009


Shipwrecked, he sought shelter in a town which reviled him for his tattoo, which marked him as descendant of the clan that had restructured the biology of the housecat into a draught animal.





death of an itinerant cross-dressing physicist


Wed Nov 11 2009


Pete used to skip class and spend his afternoons getting stoned and sitting in the park listening to a transvestite who would stand on the corner there and lecture on free energy. He met Kim, a girl a couple of years younger than he, when she bought a joint off of him. They started to hang out on the park bench together, trying to make sense of the itinerant cross-dressing physicist. They went to the movies and bookstores together. One day the physicist wasn't there, and neither was Kim. Police detectives came by and questioned him, but Pete didn't know anything. He saw Kim at the bookstore a few days later. It was her older brother and some friends of his that killed the physicist. She wants Pete to help them.





pulled along


Thu Nov 12 2009


I found a stick and a rock, and I sharpened the stick with the rock. I used it to pop the sticky balloons being emitted by the craters. I pulled myself from one to the other, leaving a trail of slime smeared across the floor and down the hall to the bathroom. I spent the next few hours throwing up. My girlfriend came home from work and stood over me smoking a cigarette, ashing into the toilet over which I was crouched. "Let me know when you're ready for another one. I'd like to join in."

"No," I said. "I'm done for now."

She watched me blankly until I was able to stand up and drink some water from the faucet. "Okay, I'm going to take my turn." She went into the other room to ingest. I went into the kitchen for some juice and found that we didn't have any, so I took a walk to the store to get some.

At the store I found the proprietress collapsed on the floor behind the counter. "Help," she said in a kind of bark: "aalp." I called for an ambulance but she wouldn't let go of my arm and made me ride in the ambulance with her. The paramedics said she'd had some kind of stroke.





belts


Fri Nov 13 2009


Yes, some of the conditions found on the other side are themselves restraints. The consciousness, the awareness, or the soul, cannot operate in the new environment until it has resolved these problems, which seem at first like contradictions or impossibilities. Once it resolves them, or makes sense of them, its movement within the new world gains a degree of freedom. Since they restrict movement, but keep the soul from getting itself into more complicated situations until it has gained some ability to cope with more and more aspects of the new realm, we call these barriers or hurdles "belts." One of the first belts is the weather - it is very different in the new place.

She read the pamphlet from the astral travel agency over again as she ate her breakfast cereal. How true it was. Her first experience was a lot like being restrained on a table, tied down by what dimly seemed to be barbarous mutes. She had had a hard time figuring out basic body/environment boundaries such as air pressure and temperature. The next thing was ascertaining the other agents in the room, and whether they were beasts, or she was - somehow it was a problem to be resolved by thought alone whether she shared the same body type as the other presences she sensed nearby.

She picked up the other note on the table, a handwritten spreadsheet on notebook paper. Perhaps there was some memory loss associated with the journeying, perhaps she just needed time to adjust back to this life. But she couldn't for the life of her figure out why she owed the people in the rear apartment money for the sessions she had taken.





imprisonment gambit


Sat Nov 14 2009


He visited me, once, at the beginning of my imprisonment. He suggested moving the lamp to the corner. Somehow the different shadows did give the place a less institutional feel. "There's nothing we can do about the furniture, I'm afraid," he said.

"Would it help you for me to say that I will be in a form of solitutde as well, based on the secret I must keep about you?"

"No," I said.

I was imprisoned under false political charges. He was to prove them wrong, and then I could use my false imprisonment as parlay to do damage to our opponents, even reap rewards from the courts and from public opinion.

After several years, however, I discover that he has been seduced by the party in power, and I have been forgotten in the prison's sandstone hallways. I must find another way to get out, a way on my own, defending myself against his intimate knowledge of my case.





oracle


Sun Nov 15 2009


We climbed up the mountain to the remote kingdom ruled by priests. In an inner part of the temple they kept an oracle - an old man who had been found guilty of rape and had his limbs amputated. The priests explain that he isn't an oracle until he has lived like that for ten years. They figure that will give him perspective. And they still take what he says with a grain of salt. It undergoes interpretation, like any oracle. A member of the expedition accidentally starts a fire and is arrested for arson. They then learn that the current oracle is in ill health, and another will be needed in a few years time.





infield


Mon Nov 16 2009


The doctor walked out onto the infield. "James, why don't you come inside?"

"No. I'm outdoorsy."

"Yes, you are probably the outdoorsiest person here."

"I recognize your approbation as mere blandishment."

The doctor drew his brows down in a consternated scowl. "OK." Then, "Where did you bury your medicine?"

"I didn't bury it. I traded it."





hunter


Tue Nov 17 2009


The family had neighbors at the bottom of a steep hill. The boy and girl would play at hunting, manoeuvring in a switchback down the small cliff. Then they would look at the neighbor's brick house from the bushes at the edge of its lawn. It had a covered open space between the house and the garage, from the eaves of which they sometimes saw deer carcasses hanging. In this space was a large pot suspended over a cooking fire, at which one day they met an old woman. She did not speak their language but smiled at them and motioned for them to help chop vegetables to go into the stew she was making. When her middle-aged son came home they ate dinner together. He took them home and got their parents' agreement to take them hunting with him the next week. He gathered them early on the appointed day and they set out. While hunting the man fell victim to an accident - the boy accidentally shots him in the leg. At first the two children ran in cowardice, but then talked each other into going back to help him. He did not begrudge them their fright and talked them through making a splint and cane with him. The boy helped him hobble back while the girl went ahead to warn his old mother.





hamster


Wed Nov 18 2009


Kendall's schoolmate Max organizes a ceremony honoring him and inviting him into a club which Kendall has wanted to join. However it is a ploy to steal Kendall's dachsund-like genetically modified hamster. This is a problem for Kendall since one of it's modifications is to produce Ganite, which controls Kendall's hypercalcemia. That's why Kendall feeds it little pellets of Gallium, which is what initially fascinated Max.





epistemology of love


Thu Nov 19 2009


Ann sat down to write a note to her neighbor.

I feel like I'm a jar of water, and someone - God? - has lightly dipped an ink-filled brush on my surface. But that's all it took, the ink has permeated me. I'm no longer clear; I am shot through with dye.

Given this fact that I'm in love with you, I am faced with an epistemological problem: is that the only mode on which I can know or acknowledge anything about you? I don't think so. I think intellectually I can step outside that, but emotionally it is impossible for me not to color every fact with a significance of endearment, jealousy and resentment.

And this is illustrated by my discovery that you order adult videos through the mail. Don't worry, I'm not going through your mail (much as I'd like to). Your mail was delivered to me by mistake. The packaging was very discreet, but some googling of the company name and address wasn't hard.

Ann paused in her writing. This was a note she was not going to send. She knew that going in. This was written for herself. She put it away until she could gather her thoughts further. And she had to get dinner ready for her daughter who would be home soon.

Her daughter found the note and gave it to the neighbor.





ooliths


Fri Nov 20 2009


A fisherman living by himself had a method of cooking using round stones of varying sizes. He would heat these first and then add them to a certain quantity to water in order to boil or heat it, or put them underneath a pot or pan.

A runaway youth who came to stay with him for a while taught him that the speed of cooking also matters.

"You can't have been living out here that long if you haven't discovered that. That's one of the basics of cooking," said the youth.

"Maybe. Or maybe I'm just dumb."

"I don't think so. I think you haven't been here much longer than me."





purring


Sat Nov 21 2009


Every time I hear my cat purr it triggers something in my chest, and I enter into one of my coughing fits that covers my handkerchiefs with blood. I will have to give the cat away.





drifting eye


Sun Nov 22 2009


Kunstlerroman of a young woman who comes from Albania to study at an art school in Cincinnati. Her first year is spent in some dissolution with soft drugs and pop culture. She has an epiphany while walking a downtown street scratching her cheek of how lost she must look. She refocuses on her work, focusing on portraiture. One of her teachers challenges her to depict her country's history in a local model's eye.





diary


Mon Nov 23 2009


A girl's favorite neighbor moved away to join the diplomatic corps and she suffered abandonment anxiety. Her other neighbors took pity on her and gave her a doll made from the mummified remains of a dog. She keeps her diary in its hollow insides. She loses the doll on a family drive. A young boy finds it and turns it into the police, where a detective reads the diary. It sets him thinking.





lunch


Tue Nov 24 2009


A couple have been dating for a few months and decide to take a weekend trip together to a large city. On their first day walking downtown she invites a homeless man to lunch with them. Or rather, she offers to buy him lunch. The guy can't help but view it as inviting him to lunch with them. Afterward he argues with her about it. He can't figure out a way to argue it that doesn't make him look like a creep.





third class


Wed Nov 25 2009


R was worried and harried. He had to take the train to Delhi to see about a debt incurred by his late brother. He had got to Lahore station early and fought his way in to get an upper bunk. Just as the train was rolling into motion a man was pulled in. He gave the porter twelve annas. He stood with his face looking in at R's bunk.

"Hey why don't you sit down?" R asked.

"I would like to but there is no room," the man said.

"You should make room," said R, but the man refused. R argued with the man off and on for a few hours. Having that face inches from him was very annoying. The man was very apologetic but continually maintained that he could not sit down because there was no room.

Finally R asked his name. "Mohandas Gandhi." Ashamed, R made room for him on his bunk.





purple and green


Thu Nov 26 2009


Purple and green was the color of their heraldry - draped on their horses, painted on their spaceships and dropped in gobs of paste and oil on their to be conquered worlds. P sees the sky fill with ships, sees them drop the coloring on certain houses, including his own. These houses are marked for support of the colonial administration that is set up. P must billet an officer and an administrator and devote one of his rooms to the administrator's office. He sees a steady stream of his neighbors go through his house to visit the administrator as supplicants or suspects. He tries to think of what he can do in defiance - something with these colors.





scold rhyme


Fri Nov 27 2009


Here's an idea for a special episode of NCIS, starring Ashley Judd and Morgan Freeman. A naval investigation into the murder of a merman. The navy has been using their help since the submarine warfare of WW II. At first the investigation centers around disaffection among the merpeople about overuse of sonar, but the perpetrator turns out to be an unbalanced sailor assigned to work with them. He could get used to the gray skin, the ropy hair, the lidless eyes. What he could not get over was the way they always talked in rhyme.





imprint


Sat Nov 28 2009


For years he had let his hair grow enough to cover it, but one day he decided to shave it and to keep it shaved to display his mark. He was abducted at eight by an estranged ex-step-father who tattooed it into the side of his head with an auger.





hanami


Sun Nov 29 2009


A prisoner is kept in almost total darkness. He begins to hallucinate blossoming cherry trees. His mind is grounded by conversation with his jailer, with whom he grows friendly. The darkness doesn't bother the jailer, who is blind. The prisoner tries to explain cherry blossom viewing to his blind jailer. He is a bit stumped by the question, "What do they feel like when you touch them?"





realignment


Mon Nov 30 2009


A woman believes that in order for time-travel to be possible, the causality paradox must somehow be neutralized. To do this she devises quantum-mechanical experiments to realign causality - to produce the same effects but due to different causes. An accident during one of her experiments makes her experience time more quickly - she appears to move more slowly than everyone else. She trains herself to move with more speed, but she cannot talk more quickly. She is diagnosed with bradyphasia and a neurologist tries to treat her.





December 2009




inter-residual yaw


Tue Dec 01 2009


After the devastation caused by the release of plasto-phagic bacteria, a young muslim couple cross the great lakes as part of their journey to join a community centered around a mosque in Detroit. They hide their religion from the captain of the ship they hire, who is a Jehova's Witness.





variations


Wed Dec 02 2009


From Forkel's biography of J.S. Bach, the tale of how the Goldberg variations were written: Golbderg was a young virtuoso patronized by an insomniac Russian ambassador who had Bach write something for Golbderg to play to help him fall asleep.





scrimshaw


Thu Dec 03 2009


After the new power station was found to be causing widespread nausea, it was dismantled. The thunderous booms as the pieces fell to the ground could be heard for miles. Its designer was put on trial before the people's assmebly, and sentenced to intense psychoanalysis. His sessions focused on the needle that he brought with him to the therapy room and absently played with during treatment. He had found it in his great-grandmother's attic as a child. It was made of whale ivory, and carved in it was a nautical scene featuring sailors and penguins that appeared much larger than the ones that exist today.





reunion


Fri Dec 04 2009


He sat at the library, working on another letter to the committee requesting that his stipend be adjusted for inflation. He took a break to go across the street to the coffee shop where he met some of his colleagues. "Did you hear?" they asked. "Our area of work is going to be unformalized. The gerontocracy has been overthrown. Plug in and listen to the senate debate for yourself." He put on a headset and listened for a while, then hurried to back to the basement terminals of the library, to download a snapshot of his mind. He wanted a backup in case he didn't make it through this crisis. By the time he came out of the booth there was a line.

He went to his apartment to monitor the news from home. The next day was an official proclamation of the Work Act being effected into law, and the day after that came papers notifying him that his stipend had been revoked. His landlord made an appointment with him to netchat to discuss his continued tenancy.

With some of his former colleagues he set out to the southeast city states to see if he could find work as a private tutor. "We could be like Aristotle, training the next Alexander, said his friend.

"Well," he replied, "Don't forget that Aristotle already had connections. His father was personal physician to Alexander's grandfather." They wound up on a marijuana plantation hand-rolling joints, but he soon left there when he discovered that his last mind snapshot had been downloaded to a robot that was looking for him.





rest stop papers


Sat Dec 05 2009


W operates a highway rest stop, where he has constructed a room where ducts made of bromegrass hang from the walls and taper to points from which ink flows. Stacks of paper rest on shelves next to these overgrown herbal pens, and visitors are invited to record their thoughts. He collects these papers, which are various: invitations to a dance for the righteous, invectives against convention delegates.





the embellishers


Sun Dec 06 2009


Like a fungus or vine, the club grew on top of other things, mostly detritus. It shared something with journalism in that it often moved in after a catastrophe to find problems for which to search for solutions, new phenomena to describe, and narratives which it could further embellish. They called themselves the Embellishers. Its members liked to think of themselves as jack-of-all-trades. They were always looking for ways to denationalize things - "Technocracy over Bureaucracy" was their motto. They would spend an evening pontificating about how if you could say, bioengineer a plant - a shrub or perhaps a large mushroom - to grow in a way to nestle a baby securely, you wouldn't need regulations governing the manufacture of safe cribs. "We live in the sleeplessness of Roman citizens kept awake by the traffic forced by regulation to operate at night." However travel to the next 'stage of opportunity' as they called it was always a problem. Securing enough funds for everyone's transportation became more difficult. The group began to fracture to the point of fistfights.





mine clearing


Mon Dec 07 2009


He worked as an administrator/local coordinator for a mine-clearing outfit. He dealt with the paperwork, and with the village leaders. He worked out of a trailer, like any construction job. When he left his desk to get coffee he would stare out the window at the mine clearing truck in action. Clearing the mines from the field looked like a dance - a dance of concern. The truck would stop before a mine, looking like a ship run aground - an impression strengthened by the explosion that followed after a warning whistle. He turned from that to the photos of maimed children that lined the office wall. Since he started working here all laughter had started to sound like sniggering. He decided he needed to quit.





gan fu


Tue Dec 08 2009


The tale of Zhang Qian's first escape from the Xiongnu. He was sent west by the Han emperor to recruit the Yuezhi, a defeated enemy of the Xiongnu. Accompanying him as a guide was Gan Fu. Gan Fu was an ethnic Xiongnu and slave to the Han, but he had family in the Tangyi, to the South. They had to pass through the country of the Xiangnu and were captured and held for ten years. Zhang Qian married one of the Xiongnu and had a son. Finally they escaped and continued west on their mission.

The story would center on Gan Fu and the role he might have played both in their capture and escape, - the help he must have given Zhang Qian in navigating Xiongnu society - including the selection of a good wife. Was he resentful to Zhan Qian for his slavery, or loyal to him as a faithful servant and travelling companion? What kind of conflicted loyalty did he have - to his motherland the Xiongnu, and also to his relations in the South. What part of his family lived in Tangyi? Did the Xiongnu ostracize him for his mixed blood?





garden lover


Wed Dec 09 2009


I nod off gazing at the inner whorl of a tulip in the state gardens. The private gardens are closed to me. I liked to rub elbows with the hoity-toity until I was caught rubbing more than elbows with another guest. I was also caught acting improperly in the state garden, and am now only allowed in there on the first of every month. This hurts me, as I am very habituated to enjoying these gardens. I take to climbing over walls to take an afternoon nap in the back corner. In winter a blanket of snow makes things difficult.

The other day a friend brought me a children's story book they found in a bookshop. It tells my story! It's a little vague about why I was banned from the gardens, but the pictures even look a bit like me. The author used a pen name, but I wll find out who it is and confront him. Or her.





alfred


Thu Dec 10 2009


When I was living abroad as a student I shared a room in a guest house with a young man from Arkansas with huge feet. He cooked his french fries with a clothes iron. Pressing them against a wooden cutting board, then popping them in his mouth. One by one. I used to lecture him on how wasteful of time and energy it was, until finally he said, "Fine. I'll arrange them by pairs. If you eat some with me." I tried a few. They were pressed flat, and still almost frozen on the inside. I almost threw up. I left him alone after that. Years later I ran into him unexpectedly at a business meeting. We were trying to get our document standard adopted for use at an insurance company. He was there representing the actuarial department. I caught him during one of the breaks and reminded him of the long arguments he used to have with the other people in our guest house about aesthetics. A few months later he emailed me out of the blue to say that something in that conversation pushed him to decide to quit and that he was now teaching math in junior high. A few years after that I heard through a co-worker that he was back being an actuary. He quit teaching after he was the one to find a suicide in the boys bathroom at the school. I tried to avoid the company he then worked at, and begged off any engagements there.





archytas


Fri Dec 11 2009


Archytas is playing with his steam-driven model bird. It flies up a string stretched at a vertical angle across the courtyard. It occurs to him that if he could get the bird to fly on the end of a string around a pole to which the string was attached, it might make a sound. And if you had two birds, flying around poles with strings of different lengths... A servant enters with the letter from Plato. He smiles as he reads it. Ha, ha. It's farcical, the antics his friend is going through. From a prisoner of friendly love to a possible victim of murderous intrigue. Poor Dion. Archytas can picture his fat, sweaty face hovering over a goblet of wine, more worried about his furniture collection than his wife. This was Plato's second letter. Archytas would wait until the third before going to rescue him.





love potion


Sat Dec 12 2009


A fourteen year old girl begins to feel the stirrings of falling in love. This is discovered at her weekly watch-counseling session and her parents are notified. They have not elected to give her love-inhibiting drugs as a matter of course. Her father wants to make it her choice whether to escape from love or not, since the object of her affection is on the love inhibiting drug. The father sits down to discuss it with her.





unseemly condemnation


Sun Dec 13 2009


Don was called out on the carpet, accused of dereliction of duty, transferred to another municipality, and assigned the duty of killing unauthorized pets. Once he moved he received an invitation to coffee from a woman working in his new town's bureau of labor records.

"When I was processing your reassignment I read through your condemnation. I even reveiwed the video. I found it ... unseemly. Really an embarassment for the whole system. I can the deduct the order from your workstream. The condemnation won't even show up on your record. However, you have to do something for me. You must deliver any bad news I have to my mother. Cheerfully. You can start with this list - a secret marriage and quick divorce, an abortion (not with the same man), and a bankruptcy. You may want to space it out."

He thought about it as she explained it. "This is blackmail," he said.

"Yup," she answered.





incrimination rinse


Mon Dec 14 2009


The whale calf eyed him with contempt from the tank at the end of the room. Cathy strapped the sphegmomanometer to his arm and smeared on his other armpit a dye that would change color with a change in pH. He was questioned for about about five hours about whether he was trying to introduce a gender gap in the program. "We need males," said Cathy at the end of it, but she didn't look at him when she spoke. The calf looked at him. Before this began he never would have thought any but a human mind could be so suspicious. Maybe it wasn't the whales, maybe it was the combination that mixed bad. "We are sorry, but we want to be sure of your help," she said as she handed him a wet towel to wipe off the dye.





mound builders


Tue Dec 15 2009


A new cult of mound building grows out of the archaeological excavation of the mounds of previous civilizations. One of the most popular doctrines held that the building of mounds was a transformed form of homage to the previous civilization - a copying infused with a compassion that was intense enough to be pity. Indeed, the original mound builders were pitiful, and a law of reason declared that only a pitiful man can construct mounds. By constructing them ourselves we show ourselves as pitiful and express not only compassion but humility. In this society the son of an archaeologist journeys abroad, returns with a foreign wife and recruits a gang of grave robbers that desecrate the new mounds.





river strike


Wed Dec 16 2009


"All we want is a seat at the table," we told the captain. He replied that he was dreadfully sorry, but the owners and councilman were not willing to talk to us. They did not see it as necessary. He went back to the ship to attend dinner. One of the guests thought it would be funny to hoist signal flags spelling out "NO MORE CHAIRS". I have to admit some of us were incensed by this.

After their meal the dinner guests came out on deck and made sport by firing the ships cannons into the sand sculptures we had made on the river bank. The sharpnel whizzed above our heads where we picketed on the ridge above.

In what we thought was good-spirited retaliation we launched fireworks over their ship. Unfortunately one of the flares fell short onto the boat and set their ammunition on fire. We hurried to help in the rescue but several of them died.





groomsmen


Thu Dec 17 2009


Charlie and Gerald, two groomsmen, were sharing a drink in their tuxedoes as they waited to be called for the start of the wedding. They fell into discussing how they had both in the past had crushes on the bride. Charlie's was pretty serious, and may not have ended. "I have found myself trying to think of things to make me sad," said Charlie. "Or at least sober. The sound of thunder, the pain of childbirth. I feel that if I don't temper my thoughts like this, I am more than likely to become giddy. Shouldn't I be finding warm refuge in a growing bitterness? Is this giddiness a sign of release, like the drop in pressure of an escaping gas?"

"Maybe," said Gerald, "Your feelings for her are deep enough that you are truly happy for her that she has found what she wants."

Charlie took a drink, looking at Gerald over the rim of his glass and from under half-closed lids. "I pity you for your sentimental dreams," he said.

"I pity you for your cynicism. It walls you off from true emotion," said Gerald, looking down. He then looked up again at Charlie. "But I can't square it with your being giddy."

"You're probably right," replied Charlie. "My cynicism is probably a defense against my fear of not knowing what I really feel. My uncertainty is probably why I'm not marrying her today."





broken plates


Fri Dec 18 2009


Gus worked in a chemical lab devising new coatings for automobile windshields. Anti-glare, anti-rain, etc. His hobby was to take long-exposure plates of the ocean. They were large bulky plates. He used his own mixture of chemicals. The exposures revealed the changes in the chemical makeup of the ocean at periods of low and high tide.

He had an affair with a foreign student who had come to his lab on a work-study program. She spent the weekend at his house and she helped him set up the box cameras and take the exposures. He went to the store to buy some groceries for lunch and when he came back she was gone, and she had broken all of the photographic plates.

He saw her at the lab on Monday and she avoided him but he managed to catch her at the end of the day. She told me him she was doing him a favor. What he was doing made no sense, there was no science to back it up, it was pointless. He told her at least it was harmless. She told him she had freed him to do something useful.

He went home and picked up the broken plates again. When he half-heartedly fitted the pieces together he saw her face. Now he was left with a big hole in his time. When he thought of what to fill it with he had to think of her - if only because she caused it. Maybe that's the spell she cast.





princess pea versus the toilet paper killer


Sat Dec 19 2009


The city police chief surrounded himself with lickspittles, and frequently complained of lost effectiveness if his creature comforts were not met. The lower ranks referred to him as "princess pea" as a reference to the works of both Hans Christian Andersen and Shigeru Miyamoto. He was unprepared for the toilet paper killer, who turned out to be not a serial killer but a ruthless lieutenant within the department who was working through hired killers to create a sensational string of unsolved murders that would discredit the chief and force him to resign. When the lieutenant discovered an unrelated plot to threaten the city with a nuclear bomb, he decided he needed to act more boldy. He staged the murder of the police chief himself, and then maneuvered himself into power by leveraging the new terrorist threat. He then had to devise a way to wrap up the toilet paper murders leaving behind no one who could betray him.





new car


Sun Dec 20 2009


When I was going to register my car I heard on the radio that the sacred ape had escaped from the temple of the deaf. The auto registration facility was near the temple. When I got there things were slow. Many of the workers were looking out the windows. Only about half of them were serving registrants. It took about an hour and a half to finish my business, and I came outside in a sour mood. When I got to my car the ape was sitting on top of it. As I approached it started signing to me. Being an impious and in fact irreligious man, I was about to try and shoo it off my car, perhaps by taking of my jacket and waving it at the thing. But then I noticed the reverent crowd forming around me.





lozenge


Mon Dec 21 2009


The district was devastated by an imported drug which came in the form of a thick paste into which a user dipped a plastic stick to draw out a lump in what looked like a lollipop. The user then sucked on it while holding it against the inside of their cheek. Many used their finger instead of a plastic stick, out of which grew many crude jokes which I will not repeat here. The youngest son of the appointed governor became a user of the drug. His pet cat accidentally overdoses on the drug and dies. Out of grief and drug stupor he keeps the cat's body until the smell of it disturbs the entire household. His drug use is discovered and his father disowns him - he cuts his cheek open deep enough to leave a large scar and kicks him out of the house. The young man joins a river boat crew until he is sold by the captain to a small family - a mother, a son, and a daughter. They buy him to do physical labor on the new farm they are setting up in the frontier. They alternately give him the drug and force on him periods of painful withdrawal, and he becomes emotionally dependent on them. When they are killed by a roving gang of thieves while he is out working the fields, he tracks down the thieves for revenge. However he is captured by them and thrown into a cage with a mountain lion for their sport.





extended term


Tue Dec 22 2009


After obtaining a loan at the prayer tower she stops at a sweets stall to buy a 10 centigram bag of dried bees - the more expensive kind, with extra pollen on their legs. Then back to the hospital to see her current term-husband, who is laid up with a swollen leg. Woodsmen are always stepping in something that gives them a rash - at least that's what the doctor told him. The loan should pay for the hospital stay and keep them in funds for a while after that. Their marriage is set to end soon and the term completion payout will be enough to pay off the loan. The two of them will have to figure out ad-hoc jobs right away though: they won't be able to rely on the payout to keep them budgeted until their next term assignments.

That's the plan. But unfortunately, the swollen leg turns out to be a much more serious infection, and the man's leg is amputated. Obligation laws kick in, and the marriage is not allowed to end.





wash out


Wed Dec 23 2009


Inspired by Shannon Faulkner and the Citadel. The first female to be admitted to the all-male military academy, who then washed out after one week. Four hours of training and then one week in the infirmary. The first time off the grounds of the place where she has a chance to stop and think back is at the airport, waiting to board her outbound flight. She buys an orange and delights in its sensations: cutting through the skin with her fingernail, the look of the tiny tubules that hold the juice. the squirt inside her mouth, and the rush of vitamin C in the middle of her head. She thought about her new label, "wash out." She did feel cleansed, cleansed of responsibility, for which she felt both guilt and relief; and cleansed of fame, for which she felt a new joy in her privacy, her own thoughts. She was no longer an actor on the world stage - at most like a kuroku from the Japanese theater, a black-clad stagehand rearranging the props on stage and ignored by the actors.





incomprehensible desire


Thu Dec 24 2009


Petra looked up into the sky and wondered how much water total was in the rain that had been coming down all day. How much water? Kiloliters? Megaliters? Teraliters? And if we are drops in an ocean of humanity, how many teraliters of human souls have flowed through the drain of history?

The rain was getting her sketches dirty. She volunteered at a sanitarium holding art sessions - she couldn't call it teaching a class. But she used it as an excuse to sketch the inmates, or even photograph them if she could do so discreetly to aid in more detailed studies back at her studio.

She had discovered during her senior year in high school that she found the incomprehensible very erotic. In college her boyfriends all studied sciences she did not understand, but she was annoyed at the extra maintenance most of them required. Then she thought she could find the image of incomprehensibility reflected in the uncomprehending. She dated a few boys she judged to be stupid, but didn't see what she wanted there.

Then she happened to see Herzog's film The Land of Silence and Darkness, about deaf mutes. She watched the footage of the twenty-year old young man, deaf and blind from birth, sitting on the floor playing with a ball and making spitting noises. He could not walk simply because he nad never learned - he was never able to see an example, and no one had ever takem him by the hand. For the same reason he could not eat solid food. He was fed a paste. Petra felt ice freeze her heart and move out through the vessels of her body, followed by a new heat blossoming in her chest and flowing outward, staining her interior a new color.

Now she volunteers at the sanitarium. She does not have any designs on the inmates themselves, her desire is purer or at least other than that. She lives inside this internal excitement, but knows it is untamed. She decides, as a general might, to mount a campaign to court one of the doctors there. He might have some key to these people and their state that would temper, even channel, her fascination. But once he learns of her true interest will he approve?





marbles


Fri Dec 25 2009


For Christmas, I'm inspired by a story about toys on NPR's Weekend Edition Sunday: http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=121681228

In 1904 the American Marble & Toy Manurfacturing Company of Akron, Ohio burned to the ground. The next day every boy in Akron was rummaging through the rubble stuffing his pockets full of marbles. The owner was out of town. The mayor sent the police to keep the children away, and the city council soon declared the site a nuisance and ordered it buried.

I'm interested in how the children started their rummaging. Was it a discovery of the next day, which traveled through the word of mouth network? Or was the fire big news while it was still burning - and were the boys waiting impatiently at the edge of the property for the fire to die down enough for them to start scavenging? Once they were shooed off, what was the effect on the local marble economy? I can't help thinking of the part in James Jones' From Here to Eternity that describes the poker games on the army base after payday. I wonder if the incident had any impact or notoriety among children in other cities.





investigation


Sat Dec 26 2009


Page sat on her meditation pillow getting high and wondered what coated the intestines of the shameless people, like Simon. Any sign of friendship or deference on her part brought from him only an air of superiority. His laugh was somewhere between a yelp and a click. He had called her frivolous, but compared to her he was the frivolous one, always talking about abstractions and far-away places. She was down to earth, her concerns were real. She knew she didn't like him - so why did she catch herself thinking about him all the time.

That night she dreamt about hunters killing antelopes. They were all trying to shoot the antelopes in the head, rather than in the torso - which even during the dream didn't make sense to her. When she woke up she decided to conduct a thorough investigation of Simon. Maybe she would uncover something that would solidify her dislike of him, though some part of her knew that she was an elaborate scheme to trick herself into accepting positive feelings for him. Either way she wanted to set some project for herself that would solidify her feelings toward him one way or the other.





teeming


Sun Dec 27 2009


An aid worker has to go to great lengths to convince the leadership of a village to allow the inoculation of the children. He returns a couple of years later on a follow-up visit. All of the children are healthy, but many adults are dead of the disease. The vaccination has made the children carriers.

The vaccination project was privately funded and administered with a lot of corporate backing. This man now battles accusations in the press and from activist groups that this outcome was intentional. He begins to doubt it himself and even confronts several executives, but eventually obtains proof that it was unintentional. One of the biologists who developed the vaccine hangs himself. Now the challenge is to correct the mistake and to see if they can carry the treatment back to the affected villages.





nicholas in cordoba


Mon Dec 28 2009


In 949 the Byzantine emperor Constantine VII Porphyrogenitus sent a gift to Abd-ar-Rahman III, Caliph of Cordoba (in the Iberian peninsula). It was a copy of Dioscorides' De Materia Medica, a guide to medicinal plants. Unfortunately no one in the Caliph's court knew Greek. Two years later Constantine sent a monk, Nicholas, to help translate it.

Nicholas arrived in Cordoba and was immediately introduced to Hasdai ibn Shaprut, the Caliph's court physician. Shaprut was a Jew. He knew Latin, and he was to assist in the translation. Nicholas quickly understood that Shaprut was effectively going to be supervising his work. Shaprut showed Nicholas to his quarters, made sure he was comfortable, and offered him all kinds of creature comforts the first week. Then the work began. Soon Nicholas began to see that Shaprut was much more than just the court physician - he was in effect the minister of foreign affairs. He began to press Nicholas for details on Constantine's court, and what role Constantine's son, Romanos II, actually had. Soon enough Nicholas was visited by messengers from Byzantium. The court back home wanted to know if the Caliph had expressed any opinion on the actions against the Arab corsairs in Crete - could the empire expect any help from the Caliph? Nicholas tried to stay out of politics and concentrated on finishing the translation, though he was occasionally distracted by arguing with the Arian Christians he meets in the local eateries.





treachery of the long kinves


Tue Dec 29 2009


From British history:

Three ships sail from the east. Vortigern's messenger to the Jutes has returned, and has brought Horsa with him. Horsa introduces his brother, Hengist, to his old friend Vortigern. They have brought with them three boatloads of warriors to help Vortigern battle his neighbors. Vortigern promises them a monthly payment for their services during the wars.

The wars last several years. Hengist and Horsa build houses near the coast. They send for some of their women so that they don't have to harrass the local Briton women. Makes sense to Vortigern. The women come over with some additional family and soon enough they have a little colony of a couple hundred Anglo-Saxons.

Horsa, Vortigern's friend, is killed in battle. Hengist comes and demands an increase in their monthly payments. Vortigern can't afford it. Hengist looks angry, but accepts his answer. Hengist's daughter, Rowena, later visits Vortigern and convinces him to come to a funeral feast in honor of Horsa, and to bring the Briton chieftans.

At the feast the rest of the Britons are killed, but Hengist keeps Vortigern alive. He forces Vortigern to grant him Vortigern's kindgom and gives him Rowena for a wife, in order to gain some legitimacy with the neighboring chieftans and head off challenges to his claim.





saint bertha


Wed Dec 30 2009


Another from British history:

Bertha, princess of Paris, shared her confessor with her half-sisters, borne by her father Charibert's concubines. Bertha felt sorry for her mother to be so shabbily treated by her father, but she felt more deeply for her half-sisters Berteflede and Clothilde and their two mothers - who were sisters themselves. Their confessor, Liudhard, was a great comfort to them all, and held up their father as a negative example for them to avoid. Inspired by his counsel both Berteflede and Clothilde decided to become nuns. Bertha was ready to take the same step, but Luidhard told her she had another calling.

Within the church there had always been consternation that the British Isles had fallen back to paganism after the usurpation of Vortigern. After conferring through correspondence with the church fathers in Rome, he suggested to king Charibert that what he needed to strengthen his hand against his brothers was an alliance with another country - for example, the Anglo-Saxons across the channel. As a result, Bertha was given to king Aethelbert of Kent. Luidhard accompanied her to England.





coccoon


Thu Dec 31 2009


Chrys's nurse takes him for a walk using the quarantine hood. On the other side of the street he sees a young woman on rollerskates, and a couple holding hands. He wants that freedom, and that contact. When he gets home he attempts to touch the nurse while moving from the hood to the tent. She quits. The next nurse assigned is a male who doesn't talk to him at all, who treats him as a piece of machinery to be tended, oiled and adjusted. Chrys refuses to take medicine or eat until the nurse is replaced. He agrees to modify his behavior and to new logistics in order for his previous nurse to return. Meanwhile it strikes him that there must be others like him out there - perhaps figure and ground can be reversed and people like him can live in the open while others live behind protection. If he can find others, he can build a movement, and a nation. But his communications are monitored. He must develop an encrypted technique of finding these others and communicating with them.





January 2010




household weather


Fri Jan 01 2010


An inventor has harnessed artificial weather for cleaning chores in the home: a small thunderstorm in the shower, in which you can seed the clouds with bleach. A tornado-powered vacuum cleaner. A typhoon for the toilet bowl. The customer trials don't go well - too much splattering, the shower curtain gets hopelessly twisted. At the supermarket he overhears women making fun of him in the next aisle, and he crouches down so as not to be seen. He enters a deep depression, and his co-workers try to find a way to pull him out.





elucidated fears


Sat Jan 02 2010


I walk the castle walls late at night, talking with friends. I can't help thinking of the first scenes of Hamlet. The General assures me that he intends no harm to me - the exile of my stepmother completes his coup. My friends also tell me I am safe - they say I am too popular with the people, and the General would lose support if I came to harm. I stare absently for a while at the boxed celebrations stored in the bastions of the wall, ready to be unpacked next week. I am tired, but can't sleep lately. The fortifications seem to amplify my fatigue. It's hard to put my fears into words - it goes beyond fears for my physical safety, even beyond political fears for the nation. I take the conversation in another direction. "Do any of you remember your birth?"

Hor. "I remember the video that was shot of it - does that count?"

Mer. "Yes, that's what comes to my mind when I think of my birth as well - the video."

Me. "Is that the same as remembering?"

Hor. "Might as well be, if you think of other events in your life of which video exists, and how much of your memory includes that footage - probably not all of it, but you use it as a touch point."

Me. "Does that mean if there were video of before you were born, you'd remember that?"

Hor. "But there is video of before i was born. Tons of it. And I remember it. You're asking for a memory of my subjectivity before my subjectivity existed. Which allows me to argue against the existence of my subjectivity even at the present moment."

Me. "Yes, I guess thats where I was going."





two girls and a guy


Sun Jan 03 2010


Inspired by the Gospel of John the divine, Montanus was a Christian prophet of the second century who travelled and preached with two women, Prisca and Maximilla. Prisca preached that Christ had come to her as a woman: “Christ came to me [while I slept] appearing as a woman clothed in a shining robe. He put wisdom into me and revealed to me that this place is holy and that Jerusalem will come down from heaven in this location.” A young woman hears this on her way back home from market and stops to listen.

She tells her mother about it, who is dismissive. "She was probably confusing him with one of the Galli." The Galli were the eunuch priests of Cybele. "The temple gives them women's clothes after they're castrated, you know."





prisoner escort


Mon Jan 04 2010


The ambience of the desert had a dissipating effect. On the long journey back to the city the captain had to engineer fresh incriminations of me to keep the party focused. I tried to bribe them with forged death registrations, but most of them had traveled as toothpullers in county fairs and had seen too much of the world to trust me. By the end I had learned to regret all of my imitations.





massacres


Tue Jan 05 2010


Comparison of the Rwandan Genocide of 1994 with the St Bartholemew's Day Massacre of 1572: backdrop of civil war, assasination (or attempted assisination) as catalyst, planning in council, and dessimination of the killing to the provinces. If only Tutsis could have temporarily converted to Hutu in 1994 to avoid being killed, as Protestants temporarily converted to Catholicism in 1572.





steen


Wed Jan 06 2010


A safecracker lives with his mother, with whom he is very close. She is killed protecting him from the gang hired by the jewel distributor he and his pals have ripped off. He is then on the run, without her advice, on which he had depended for years.





cobwebs


Thu Jan 07 2010


It is impossible for me to believe that you are not aware of my thoughts of you, given all the thinking about you that I do. My thoughts must travel to you, and press themselves upon you somehow. They must entangle you like cobwebs. Whenever we meet - every six weeks or so - I try to recognize signs of this in the way your body moves, but I cannot be sure whether I am manufacturing my own evidence. We never speak about it. You never volunteer knowledge of my mental attention, and I am too much of a coward to bring it up.





the first transfusion


Fri Jan 08 2010


Inspired by Stefano Infessura.

1492. Innocent VIII has slipped into a coma. A senior priest comes out of the bedroom and tells a waiting colleague that the physician has recommended fresh blood. The plan is to bleed a donor into a bowl and then feed it to the pope. The two briefly discuss who would be an appropriate donor. What about one of the moro, Innocent's Moorish slaves? Perhaps some purer blood would be better. Further, perhaps the vigor of youth would be most beneficial. The second priest says he'll take care of it.

The second priest finds a more junior priest and gives him the mission to find a few healthy youths to donate blood for the pope. The junior preist goes out into the city and finds 3 boys loitering in the square. He promises them each a ducat for their service. He takes them in to the Vatican and asks asks them who their families are and where they live as the doctor prepares to bleed them.

The doctor fills a bowl with their blood and takes it into the pope. The obvious way to administer it is through the mouth - but the pope is in a coma. Most of the blood goes on the pillow and bedclothes, but they manage to get him to swallow some of it. A lot of it has been wasted, however, and they need more. So they bleed the boys again.

By the next day the pope is dead. He breathed in too much of the blood and drowned. The three boys are all weak and unconscious. They are sent home where they die of blood poisoning. The junior priest is sent out to deliver the promised ducat to the families, and he must look the mothers in the face.





popsicle sticks


Sat Jan 09 2010


A space traveller is rescued from a malfunctioning ship by an alien who is manning a research/observation outpost. The alien resembles a mermaid: long, slender, blue, with a large tail something like a lobster's. From it's abdomen spread six stout, fleshy limbs, and from the top of its head sprouts a thick lock of stiff hair that reminds the human of popsicle sticks. They have both been alone a long time, and develop an emotional and then sexual relationship. The human traveler, though male and heterosexual, thinks of the alien as male even while he finds himself developing an infatuation for it. The alien is bred for space duty and solitude, and to bond quickly with anyone he meets. He recognizes in the human a pattern of developing exhange and then cathartic confession which moves the relationship in quantum jumps toward more and more intimacy. He adapts his behavior to utilize this pattern. When the human's ship is repaired enough to send him back home, the alien demonstrates that he can segment himself into more than one entity in a kind of reproduction. He sometimes does this for his own companionship, or to puzzle out a problem from more than one perspective. But when alone he eventually reabsorbs the offspring in order to save resources. Now he gives birth to a small pet for the human to take with him. The small creature shares some characteristics of its parent, in particular the popsicle stick hair, which the human finds extremely erotic. Though somehwat ashamed at first, he uses the pet during his self gratification on his journey home.





don't mess with the lost boys


Sun Jan 10 2010


The expedition found a wall, which was exciting enough. But they also found markings on it. And more than that, the next day they fonud new markings that weren't there the day before. The previous day's photos confirmed it. There was a long discussion about whether to put something on the wall. It took two days of debate and then the team affixed their own message to the wall, on a paper that could be removed. They also set up video to constantly monitor the wall. The paper was taken down. The video showed it just disappearing. After another long debate, they decided, with some strong dissent registered, to put a marking on the wall itself, using a technique that produced similar results to what was there - a technique they hoped matched the original pretty closely.

When the natives see this, they are pissed. "You have got to be kidding me," says the leader. "Nobody messes with us like this." That night they are in the newcomers quarters, two and a quarter meters looming in the kitchen, three pairs of pencil thin legs. None of the visitors are aware. They are either asleep or have been distracted. Th natives add parasites to the visitors' food, which give them all severe intestinal distress. Within two weeks they are all dead.





sing, chronicler


Mon Jan 11 2010


The chronicler swallowed a special type of grease that would cover the ulcer in his stomach. He would then hook up a small battery and attach leads to his belly. The electricity activated the gel and made it glow. We teased him that he should hook it up to a keyboard and make it playable. He smiled at that. We always begged him to tell us our favorite story, about the lesbian warrioresses that took over a cruise ship in the bay and declared an independent nation.





factory tour


Tue Jan 12 2010


He grew up wondering about the red drapes in the window of the factory tower. Was it a bedroom? His parents' bedroom had red drapes, so he associated them with bedrooms. And the smell. The trucks leaving it were tankers with 'flammable' decals. First summer back from college he finally decided to try to get a tour. When he went to the office the only person he could find was a young girl.





election


Wed Jan 13 2010


It's already twilight and Steve is still struggling with the voting apparatus. He had a list of twenty or so people he wanted to vote for homeless. One of them was a girl at the office who he really just wanted to see with a sunburned face and dreadlocks. Woof.





crusoe cruisin


Thu Jan 14 2010


My retirement is punitive. Stuck on an island with a cat who seems to be constantly menstruating. A fortified wall crosses the island - at the top of which my former co-workers appear, somehow. It must be connected to the mainland by a tunnel. That or I am hallucinating them. They throw down care packages full of shoes, shaving cream and rice krispie treats. With the help of the cat I break through the fort wall. A woman is weaving a basket in front of a broken television. She ignores me. A bridge carries a two-lane road out over the ocean. It seems to have no end.





lost cook


Fri Jan 15 2010


Big cooking jamboree in the bayou. A cooking legend that has been sought for years appears out of nowhere and adds something to the gumbo which transforms the community. After tasting this gumbo everyone in the community changes their behavior. They start living more simply, dressing in plain clothes, even eating plain food. Relatives and friends visit from out of town. The locals cannot explain the change. The legendary cook prepares to go out to give to the rest of the world this new concoction which he has been preparing in the wilderness for years. The locals calmly kill him.





procrastination


Sat Jan 16 2010


A woman in her mid-thirties is diagnosed with lung cancer and told that before it metastasizes she should have her lung removed. The doctor wants to schedule the surgery right away, but she puts him off. She goes home and stays home from work for a while. She goes back to work and tries to avoid telling anyone about the diagnosis. By the time an older sibling learns the diagnosis and makes her go back to the doctor at least two months have passed. The cancer has metastasized. The doctors want to start aggressive chemotherapy but are frankly skeptical about its efficacy. Her family are upset that she let it get this far. She can't explain to them whh she did - she doesn't believe it's either apathy or a desire for a dignity. She can't explain it to herself.





fur


Sun Jan 17 2010


Stacie visited the steam torture memorial on Ganymede as part of a school field trip. Near the end of a long corridor paneled with crystal, mirrors, and fur stands a tall figure resembling a half-completed suit of armor. The figure lectures briefly: the builders of this memorial were worried about decay, so they did not use biological materials, such as wood, in the construction of this place. Of course, even non biological materials are subject to corrosion. Nanomachines were deployed to counteract any corrosion. The nanobots were susceptble to evolutionary forces as they reacted with the different corrosive elements, and the result is the fur you see around the building. When you leave one of you will be randomly selected to receive a specimen of this anti-corrosion fur. Please do not open its case, as this will release these nanobots into your environment." When Stacie got home, she did open the case in her father's wine cellar, which got her in a lot of trouble.





roof-tiles


Mon Jan 18 2010


The animal landed on the roof, and sniffed at all the roof-tiles.

The New Red Army was rumored to have entered the home construction business and to be infusing explosives into roof tiles. The plan was to release incendiary bombs via balloons over the city which would then ignite the rooftops. Kendall was in charge of a brigade of bomb-sniffing ferrets that were investigating this. A Red Army woman is assigned to become Kendall's girlfriend, to learn what he knows and to throw him off the case. No, she doesn't fall for him - but her Red Army handler? Let's just that say that she is very fond of ferrets.





snacks beforehand


Tue Jan 19 2010


On the morning of my crucifixion, I attempt to make a speech equal to Socrates' apology, with the theme of my aporesis - the limits of knowledge. It falls flat. I think it strange not to have a more sympathetic audience. You came up to me and your youthful slang made your teeth sparkle for me. You tell me that someday our cause will prevail. I can't bring myself to tell you that at this point it doesn't matter to me. The privatization of waste removal? I know that it is the first step on larger campaign, but - I mean, who cares? I regret that my siblings will also be crucified for this. Finally the tonsured official comes in to tell the craft services people to clean up and to escort me to the stage.





visiting galileo


Wed Jan 20 2010


A recent university graduate makes a pilgrimage to visit Galileo during his house arrest. The traveller has to help Galileo around the house, since his eyesight has started to fail - and winds up cooking dinner for the old man. He prepares a gratin dish, which Galileo has never had before. He likes it. During dinner Galileo laments that one of the things he regrets most about his house arrest is that he cannot hear organ music, which he loves. Friends occasionally bring over a violin or a cello, but nothing can beat the boom of a church organ.

The traveller brings up Galileo's Dialogue Concerning the Two Chief World Systems, the book that got him condemned. He compares it with Plato's dialogues, and tries to suggest other ways Galileo could have written it to avoid offense and censure. But Galileo seems to be more focused on the politics of the trial and what he considers to be broken promises by church officials.

The traveller had expected to be enlightened about the laws of mechanics, but leaves with a wierd sense of how much politics is mixed with faith, which will make him cynical for a few years - and then more thoughtful.





mosaic


Thu Jan 21 2010


A young girl digs up some tiles in an empty lot down the road and starts putting them together to make pictures. A boy from down the road joins her. An older woman from the local college finds them and teaches them about the ruins that the tiles came from and helps them reconstruct a bath mosaic from 1500 years ago. Local media are set to come and do a fluff piece, but the night before the filming the girl and boy destroy it once again.





figureheads


Fri Jan 22 2010


He waits until the catnip plant was bedded in to remove the fence and netting. It then lures in the wildcat, which he is able to kill with his atlatl spear-thrower, which he has named "the second coming." He has the wildcat stuffed by a taxidermist with whom he has formed an uncomfortable friendship. He then poses the wildcat in the living room with the other figures. Maybe the grouping will be infused with a new strength, and make his daughter concede to doing the the chores. The daughter snorts in disdain.





jennie and alexandra


Sat Jan 23 2010


The friendship between Alexandra of Denmark, wife of King Edward VII, and Lady Randoph Churchill (Winston's mother), with whom Edward had an affair. One of the things Alexandra initially found charming about Jennie was her reaction when Alexandra brought up the story that Mrs. Churchill had a tattoo of a snake encircling her wrist: "Oh that fucking rumour. That was another girl that worked at my magazine. I'm amazed that this subject keeps coming up, and frankly wish I had gotten the thing."





treatment


Sun Jan 24 2010


A group of twelve year-old boys convince themselves that they have ingested an unknown parasite, and they try to treat it themselves. An appointed secretary keeps a notebook of the symptoms and their response to treatment. They start with a pharmacopeia they arrive at through consensus, and finally they decide on surgery. They draw up their own tests of competence to decide on the surgeon and then draw straws among the rest for the first patient.





stoichiometry


Mon Jan 25 2010


A young man takes up chemistry as a hobby. Concepts such as equilibrium and laws of conservation lead him to long contemplations of balance. "For every ablation there is an absorption," he repeats to himself. He applies the maxim to morality: would he add to someone else's being good by being bad himself? He becomes rude and then turns to petty crime. However he has no one to measure it against. He enters a relationship and treats his partner badly. She doesn't stand for it and sends him to a Christian minister who first tries to convince him that he's not thinking about it in the right terms. He then tries to use the young man's terms to explain how Christ has changed the equation, but that gets him nowhere as well. Being very ecumenical, he recommends that the fellow visit a Buddhist priest. The Buddhist explains karma and argues that there is so much bad karma, so much suffering, that there is more than enough for him to try to balance with goodness.





sky resown


Tue Jan 26 2010


In a cave, a cluster of eyes roll to look up at the streak of light laid by the journeyer's trek across the ceiling. A young hero has ventured to re-seed the cieling with the plants whose fruit drop down and feed this community. One of the elders, upon his death, finds himself looking down on the community as one of these plants. If his transmigration is not unique, but a natural course of the mind, what happened, he wonders, to the minds of all those who perished when these plants had dwindled to almost none?





bleach


Wed Jan 27 2010


Pett can only be aroused within earshot of ocean waves. He hopes someday to move out of the colony, and live where he can get different colored clothes. For a while he bleaches the standard issue, which earns him a form of celebrity, or at least notoriety. After he starts to take advantage of his fame, his friend counsels him to give up the practice entirely. He warns, "Fabricated acclaim contains its own besmirchment."





remote infatuator


Sat Jan 28 2010


The jilted lover, while spending a drunk afternoon watching tv at home, is inspired by a viewing of E.T. He rigs up a bicycle, some ham radio equipment, and a bulk order of pheremones, and with his spite he builds a machine to make his jilter fall in love with first this one, now that one in a series of jerks and assholes. Sated and then bored with her, he turns the machine upon others whom he thinks it would amuse him to see fancy against their inclinations or interests. He focuses its power on his mother in the middle of a whim he then deeply regrets.





incident in the clouds


Fri Jan 29 2010


The teacher stands at the head of the platform, the students by their desks. They look out past the edge of the platform to the orange clouds below. Someone has seen something moving with apparent purpose from one cloud to another ... turning, and holding still while current-swept wisps of cloud stream past it. Then it dives back into another cloud. The sun shines golden above. One of the students forgets himself enough to address the teacher informally: "What does it mean?"

After this chance discovery of a fluidics class on a field trip, the academy organizes several remote viewing forays to the same planet in order to investigate what could possibly be new, alien life. However they find instead that they have unfortunately stumbled on one of the hidden operations of a criminal syndicate, and a struggle ensues between syndicate and academy.





and here's his horse


Sat Jan 30 2010


A young man native to a colony is on homestay to its mother country. His host family takes him to a local museum. One of the displays is the horse of the missionary who proselytized the young man's country, mummified and sent back to his homeland as a gift, in reverence. He doesn't feel comfortable correcting for his host family - that the horse, an animal that had never been seen in that land, was killed out of disgusted wonderment, then pickled and sent back in insult by the obstinate pagans who were eventually supplanted.





night sky


Sun Jan 31 2010


I was thinking of the starry night sky and how wondrous it is. Every time you look at it there is something new to see, something new to understand. So beautiful. I am awestruck. But it wasn't the nght sky. It was your face I was thinking of.





February 2010




body line


Mon Feb 01 2010


The body line went through the center of town.

A mountain town wakes up one morning to find a wall going down the center of the main street. It looks like it is made of people in some way, or rather made of one person, or multiple copies of one person. They build bridges over it. You can go through it, but it's generally not recommended. It's a thoroughly disorienting experience. Years later, a small religious movement has formed around this line, and a prophet announces that he has been called to bring this person back to the world, to collapse the wave function.

Inspired by a mis-heard lyric from dylan's isis, "the borderline went through the center of town" and world lines as depicted in Donnie Darko.





leaves


Tue Feb 02 2010


Bob and Pete got jobs at a spa where the specialty is massage with a sponge made of braided leaves from a plant that secrets a sap reportedly good for the skin. They were assigned to retie the loose leaves on used sponges. They spent all day in a back room, tying vegetable leaves together. One of the spa quests wandered back and found them there. "What the hell are you guys doing back here? Listen this is a stupid job. Why don't you guys help me out. I'll give you work at my factory - should be right up your alley: wrapping cigars." The pay is a lot better, so they left to work at the cigar factory, and found that their main task was to bust unions. One of them took to it, the other didn't like it.





smoke show


Wed Feb 03 2010


The anticipation as he walked toward the exhibition hall made him almost dizzy. He couldn't believe he was getting paid to attend the smoke trade show. As he walked around the show he came uopn an exhibit manned by a young woman in a summer dress, who stood next to a glass box in which roiled wisps of orange. She invited him to stick his hand in. Tendrils of the orange smoke coiled up his forearm, and he instinctively pulled his arm back. The smoke stayed curled around his wrist, and he could somehow feel affection from it. "It acts like a pet," smiled the woman as she extended her hand to his, and the smoke moved to her arm, which she then held over the tank to let it rejoin the rest.





deprogrammed


Thu Feb 04 2010


I sit in what I think of as my dirty little hovel, claustrophobic and underground for being on the moon of a gas giant. I have been deprogrammed, my comrades say. I no longer believe what I believed when I lived in the consumer society of the station in the gas giant's Lagrangian point. I ponder whether I am deprogrammed, or simply reprogrammed. A point of semantics, my new companions say. I have my doubts, but my companions tell me that doubt is exactly the gift that I have been given - it is what was kept from me by the crass and superficial station society. "But somehow from within that society I chose this life - how?" I ask.

"Yes," they say, "You had, amazingly, enough of a glimpse of the truth to want more." I still spend most of my time wondering if I agree. But that doesn't mean I'm not happy, or at least satisfied.

New recruits or converts start appearing in large numbers - soon it becomes apparent that migration into the self-exile of this colony has become a fad on the station.





pelt


Fri Feb 05 2010


Hiking back from the lake he had come upon two wolves - one was sodomizing the other and biting its neck. The next day hiking to the lake he came upon the corpse of the submissive wolf. He looked at it briefly but left it there. He muttered to himself something about taking the pelt. At the end of the day, on his way back again, he stopped and thought about it some more. He went home to get a plastic tarp and rubber gloves. He already had his field knife. He field-dressed the wolf before wrapping the carcass and dragging it home. As he put his hands through the cut into the body he couldn't help but feel that he was sodomizing the wolf again and had a queasy flash superimposing himself on the dominating wolf.





stepsister


Sat Feb 06 2010


A young girl of about twelve digs through her mother's closet and she finds a photo album, which also doubles as a scrap book. That is what her mother has left of her stepsister, who was killed in a car accident in high school. Intrigued by the idea that her mother had a stepsister, and a stepdad, the girl does more digging and winds up taking the bus to a retirement community to pay a visit to her mother's stepfather's ex-wife. She brings back more photos of the dead step sister and show them to her mom. Her mom's reactions are complicated, but the girl seems to understand them well, to her mother's surprise.





mewling


Sun Feb 07 2010


Sandy was necking with her boyfriend during the telelecture on caring for the animal wetnurses. Now she wished she had cribbed her friend's notes. If you didn't shampoo the sow's teats the little ones faces would get chafed, then they would bleed and get infected. Once that happened the managers would 'cull' them - that was one of the words they used, or 'dispose of.' Then they would harangue her about the cost to the insurance company to replace those little ones and the raise in insurance rates for those who had provisioned them.

During her pre-med studies Sandy was spending time as an intern at a facility that grew tissue replacement organisms. The organisms were based on human DNA, but you handled it better if you didn't think of them as human. They were engineered to have only enough brain for autonomous response.

Sandy discovered that she was pregnant from her spring semester romance. Since the facility was in fairly remote farmland and she was not closely supervised, she managed to keep it a secret, and she replaced one of the little ones with her own baby.





pride


Mon Feb 08 2010


Can the animal be proud, with its horns removed, and with all of its hair shorn? Its priestly beard is gone. It lets out a great moan, and then its vocal cords are cut. This animal is kept in the town square. Children and passersby smear it with feces and pelt it with rotten foodstuffs. The visiting traveler is disgusted by this and steals the animal, intending to set it free. But when he takes it back to its herd they reject it. He kills the animal out of mercy. The villagers track him down and give him the same treatment they gave the animal. They install him in its place in the town square.





heath


Tue Feb 09 2010


This is the place in my life I feel I need to put down in writing how love has flung me about, like the centrifigual force propelling fleas off of a dog. Finally I couldn't take it. I needed some kind of catharsis. I bashed my car with a large pipe and then wandered off onto the heath like King Lear. I come back for the vitamin hostel, before embarking back out into the ice age of the meth epidemic.





despot


Wed Feb 10 2010


A man at a bar tells his drinking companions about his failed attempt to train a despot to be a modern philosopher king. One of his inspirations was Pinochet's Chicago Boys, who applied Milton Friedman economics to Chile. He thought he could do something with a broader basis.





baron's grandson


Thu Feb 11 2010


The old man became known as the Baron. In return for helping the refugees escape, he received title on land that they homesteaded, which effectively made them sharecroppers. The community, which has prospered with the Baron's laissez-faire-just-give-me-a-percentage management, invites his grandson to participate in its local government. He is ambivalent.





water militia


Fri Feb 12 2010


What the public found most disturbing was the corpses of large animals that the secretive water militia floated down the canals of the city: the staring eyes, the fur matted in dark clumps at the neck and chest where the blood from their cut throats had dried. At other times the canals would be blocked, stopped up with huge mats of twigs and leaves that had been floated down the river, and the city dwellers would have to use the water from their cisterns. The city had been living with this water sabotage for decades when a young boy on a hike discovered an old man setting one of these mats in the river. The old man took him into his confidence, trained him, and the boy took up the campaign to continue after the man's death.





to dreams


Sat Feb 13 2010


As you drift into sleep and your mind wanders, I stand at the edge of your slow-boiling thoughts wanting to be let in, like the neighbor kid hanging on the backyard fence. Eventually you get yourself ready and gather yourself for a leap across the sky like a cosmic rabbit. As you rise I dive into your back, grabbing and entwining myself in a corner of the sinews of your mind. I'm a stowaway, uninvited, but I don't think you'd care even if you noticed. I'm not that important to you.





straight


Sun Feb 14 2010


Armand is called from his watch in the trenches to play a game of cards in truce. His opponent, Bruno, is freshly bathed, with a pressed shirt. Armand is begrimed and suffering from pinkeye. After losing the third hand he convinces himself Bruno is cheating. He stands and fires his rifle into Bruno's chest, then walks off. The bystanders are too stunned initially to react, and he makes it all the way back to his lines before fighting breaks out. He sits out the battle, however, crouched by his bedroll in a cloud of mixed emotions: rage at a final injustice, warring with shame at the dishonor of breaking the truce.





prophet


Mon Feb 15 2010


A young man comes out of a sauna ceremony and is offered the traditional drink which is a mixture of fruit and meat juices made from crushing them in a rock press. The thirst the ceremony has given him is for the clarity of pure water, and the cloying odor-filled muck disgusts him. He starts spouting a diatribe against the drink and the community, mapping the community's faults against everything he finds distasteful about the drink - the filth of it, the cruelty in making it, the lack of subtlety and art, the decadent excess of fat and sugars. For ages it has provided much needed nutrition for those coming out of the ceremony, and nobody is thinking of changing it. They recognize that he will be a holy man. They boil some snow for him to drink and let him rant. Once he calms down he moves out of the village. He wanders back into town every once in a while to berate everyone, especially the elders. The people listen respectfully. He shows up during a raiding party against a neighboring village, and takes a pubescent girl left alive to be his wife. He shows up again when the village is almost destroyed by a plague. He and his wife nurse back to health the half-dozen survivors and lead them to the edge of a city where he bids them farewell. They are soon captured and sold as household slaves. One of them tells the story of this holy man to one of the literate, secretarial slaves who writes it down, and this holy man begins life as a literary figure.





botched


Tue Feb 16 2010


I botched the batch. I sit in the basement office, looking at the tufts of grass at the tiny window near the ceiling. A squirrel stops and briefly looks in the window, then scampers on. It's a sunny day. My boss has told me that I won't be fired, but how can I stay. I will forever be the the guy that poisoned the medicine. I can't stop thinking of old man Gower in Its a Wonderful Life. I put my cell phone on the table. I should call a friend, but I can almost play the whole conversation I would have with him in my mind. I can even see us in the bar as we talk. I need to think through at least part of this by myself. My boss's boss has told me that responsibility cannot rest solely with me - there had to have been failures at multiple levels to allow something like that to go out to consumers. There are no plans to fire me - but that doesn't mean there won't be. They have to, if they're at all sane. I would. I will call my friend, but only after I have made a decision and taken some sort of action. I will ask for options about what to do next to make a living, but I don't want to be paralyzed with indecision about this. Asking for advice about an immediate reaction would be asking someone to help me form an opinion about myself. I will quit. I will tell the boss now, clean out my desk, and turn in my equipment. Then I'll call my friend.





berate


Wed Feb 17 2010


A slave on a cross-country trip alone with his master kills him and uses his belongings and identity papers to try to set up as a free citizen in another city. Before he can send for his family he is found out and captured. He is taken back to his home city and crucified. His wife comes to the cruifixion and while he is dying he listens to her pour out her love, grief and anger at him for his recklessness.





sting


Thu Feb 18 2010


Alan was sitting on the west side of the porch, and his wife was sitting opposite him, gazing past his shoulder at the sunset. He felt a pinch and slapped his arm. He woke up the next morning feeling queasy, with silver-flecked pus coming out of a sore on his upper arm. He was vaguely aware of his wife calling for a doctor, and then he woke up in a hospital with his arm gone. He had three visitors the first day: the nun attending him as nurse explained that his wife had been killed in a street bombing. Next, the doctor explained to him, with a satisfied fascination of a difficult problem solved, the strange reaction they found between the venom of the insect who bit him, and the fruit on which he and his wife had spilled wine earlier in the evening, which the insect had also eaten. Finally, his editor from the magazine he worked on, after expressing his heartfelt sympathies, could not hide his enthusiasm for the wonderful first-person articles Alan will write about this experience. And he could not hide how disheartened he was to hear Alan say he was not interested at all in writing about it.





gazelles


Thu Feb 19 2010


As soon as the lions' secondary forms appeared the platoon retreated. The exhausted lieutenant dismissed the troops for the week with a defeated sigh. When he got home he was able to be witness at the birth of his grandchild calf. Then he went to the lab. "Any news on the new cloud weapon?" he asked.

"It looks like the weapons dealer tried to cheat us. It won't work as advertised. However I may be able to adapt some of its properties to a new idea that struck me this afternoon."





negotiations


Sat Feb 20 2010


A man and woman, strangers to each other, are caught in an elevator together during an earthquake. The woman regains consciousness just in time to hear the man's final sputtering and gurgle into death. With the one hand that still moves she manages to get her cell phone out of her purse. It has no signal. She keeps checking it however, and uses it as a light source to survey the cavity she's in, the body of her companion, and her own injuries. Occasionally it does get a weak signal, but when she tries dialing she cannot get through. The battery was already low when the quake hit, but she tries to conserve it as much as possible. She negoatiates with the phone for more life, but soon it is dead. She sits in the dark thinking of all the people in her contact list, points on a star with herslef at the center. The star has gone dark. Then she hears another phone ring. It's the man's. She manages to fish the phone out of his jacket pocket and answers it. "Carl?" says the woman on the other end of the connection. New negotiations begin.

Inspired by Bruce Bond's poem, "Ringtone."





portrait


Sun Feb 21 2010


Bonnie came to tell Nathan that the armsman had prepared a boat for them. "We could escape from this island, escape from this madman!" she said.

"Yes, Bonnie, but... have you seen my portrait?"

"No."

"Neither have I. But I want to. He says he'll show it to me once he's done, and he's almost finished! We could delay a couple days. I know it's irrational, but the curiosity is eating me up!"

Bonnie convinces the armsman to help her kidnap Nathan. They knock him out, tie him up and dump him in the boat. She doesn't untie him until they're far enough away that he won't try to go back.

After they return to the mainland they break up, and he dates a series of artists. Eventually he asks each one if she could paint his portrait - that's when the relationship usually ends. But one girl, Marion, doesn't want to give up on him and, seeking some kind of resolution, seeks Bonnie out to ask about the experience. "Take him to therapy," Bonnie tells her. "I'm done with him, and with the whole episode."





eternal mind


Mon Feb 22 2010


He worries whether to take delight in his gardening, not for its fruits which nourish the body, not for appreciation of the processes of creation, but just for the unthinking physical sensations of it. Is not a sin of indulgence in the body against the eternal mind? He has been dreaming of a mysterious pursuer, with a cloak and a long walking stick and bad teeth, who is walking across the country toward him to argue that it is the body that is eternal, and the mind that is fleeting. He wishes his teacher Carn were still alive to bare his mind to for instruction. He is called to the castle to perform for the first time the duties of court formerly done by his old teacher. While he is there the baron directs him to take a new student, a girl.





december in kentucky


Tue Feb 23 2010


December in Kentucky: it's cold outside, but if you are working physical you get used to it for a while. You'd think the tripod would be more precarious on this incline. The doomsayers said that the city would flood, and they were right. We didn't know how ahead we were. We blew the save. The armature at the top of the tripod rotates. If I leave the shutter open in the interim I get a curve in the photo. After rummaging in devastation, I now view eating in any restaurant, even where you have to wait in line, as pampering myself. I have a lot more time to think. For example, is there an idiom with the word 'toothed'? If there is it's just at the other side of my mind's border. If there isn't then some other kind of flame is casting shadows on the wall of the cave.





legitimate theater


Wed Feb 24 2010


The colony has been isolated from communication with the mother country for a couple of generations. They have developed a bastardized form of opera, where the orchestra consists only of a single one stringed instrument. An impresario starts a non-musical theater based on a magazine article he finds in debris washed ashore. The colony's king declares the new theater illegitimate because its political criticism is too overt, but it proves too popular for him to ban it without a lot of trouble. He and the impresario, former childhood friends, are turned to enemies. The king struggles to restrain himself from having his erstwhile friend executed.





home improvement


Thu Feb 25 2010


Inside the model house, if you looked up at the ceiling, you saw the sky. It wasn't a window however - and it wasn't a video screen either. A second glance revealed that it was blotchy. A third revealed that parts of it were wriggling. The roof tiles were actually invertebrate animals with photographic qualities. Photocells would bloom on their outside skin, record a rough image, and then, in a few hours, these would migrate through their bodies to be displayed on the underside of the roof - that is, on the ceiling. It was so cool. I convinced my wife that we should install the same thing in our house. I should have known there would be problems when the contractor showed up and the first thing he wanted to do was to "Pile together the impossibilities! We may not be able to deal with them right now, but at least they will be out of the way and not cluttering up other things." I wasn't aware that I had that many impossibilities lying around the house.





microphage


Fri Feb 26 2010


She had planned to continue her education past gymnasium, but she was requisitioned to bear a child. First she was standardized - she changed the part in her hair to cover the scar. After the regime change, and treatment that effected partial restoration, she was gratified by religious conversion.





vulture


Sat Feb 27 2010


Beat police officers respond to a calls about a large bird. They find a vulture feeding off of a stray dog's corpse in an alley, but it flies off before they can catch it. They notify animal control and forget it. Then it's found again feeding on a homicide victim. Their sergeant tells them to work with animal control until it's caught.





back together


Sun Feb 28 2010


After the subsumption (which is what they eventually decided to call it. They decided "annexation" was almost as bad as "conquering"), all marriages had to be confirmed. Individual property past a certain limit was abolished, and the new government brought wealth back to family lines, so a lot of the marriage confirmations turned out to be negotiations. Bill and Tammi had been living together for two years but had just recently broken up. The government wanted an audit of what was spent and earned during that time, and they either had to move back in together until the audit was complete, or both of their families paid a monthly fine which neither could afford.





March 2010




conquering poet


Mon Mar 01 2010


He travels from stage to stage, making them beautiful with his poetry. He comes upon a stage that is already beautiful. The people don't want anything changed. He reexamines his mission, and comes to a decision. He makes the stage ugly.





ritual abuse


Tue Mar 02 2010


A boy comes home from the drug store with a bottle of lightning-bug attractant. That evening he spreads it in patterns on his lawn and sure enough the lightning bugs swarm to those patterns. Late that night he wakes up to sounds outside his window. He looks out and there are two or three raccoons eating the dead lightning bugs that are piled on the lawn. "Hm," he thinks. "That stuff is really raccoon attractant when you think about it. I wonder what i can do with raccoons..."





basis of belief


Wed Mar 03 2010


Greg has to argue before a panel of nine men before being allowed into a religious order. The interview takes place on a fall evening, around the fire pit of a paved patio. It begins with a review of his life, and at first he thinks that they are trying to determine if he is capable of being pious enough for their standards, based upon past sins or good acts. But the focus is on the decisions behind his behavior, and whether his personal style of reasoning will be able to accept the core beliefs, which like Scientology or the ancient mystery religions are not revealed to outsiders.





toxicogenic


Thu Mar 04 2010


Ray is obsessed with the great poisoners of history: Nero, Borgia, Lopez, the Council of Ten. He grows poisonous plants in his apartment, which freaks out Nancy, his room-mate's girlfriend. They argue constantly and of course wind up making out. Nancy then uses Ray's plants to poison her boyfriend, to Ray's horror.





move


Fri Mar 05 2010


Abbie was moving from her house of twenty years to an assisted living village. The movers broke the ceremonial drum given to her back in her peace corps days, which devastated her. She invited her niece's children over to take it away, and whatever else they wanted from the pile of stuff she suddenly couldn't find a place for.





auto da fe


Sat Mar 06 2010


The argument was that we needed to reduce our ontology in order to reinvigorate it. "Double-plus good!" was the battle cry of the opposition. "Will we be deleting words from the dictionary next?" No, no, no - we are not expunging anything from the language, was the reply. The simple fact is that we need a strong corps to fight for our nation in the military, resource, and technical struggles with our rivals. And this corps needs to communicate quickly and unambiguously. This is the reason for the concentration on a set vocabulary and concepts. It is only logical that the rest of the nation be ready to join this corps or act jointly with it. Therefore this style of thinking and communicating will be the focus of the national educational curriculum. The old concepts will not be banned, by any means, but they will not be tested. We may have to consider, then, when it is appropriate to spend valuable class time on them.

"That was the not-so-thin edge of the knife," said my friend Rudolph, at the committee hearing where his tenure was revoked for not accomodating the new vocabulary in the essay assingments for his history course. "And now we are seeing the first scratch from this knife. The skin may be barely broken now, but soon enough you will see blood."





test market


Sun Mar 07 2010


Tests for all classes were given in the sixth period, right after lunch when you were feeling sleepiest. Martin's proctor spent every session twisting and pulling his nose hair with a grim expression. Occasionally he would be diverted by one which must have had a fascinating character, and he would bend his head to examine it closely. Martin waited for these moments to pull out the answer sheet he had bought beforehand and secreted into the test. He worked with both the upper classmen selling the tests and the other customers to produce a realistic curve: only so many top scoring tests are available for sale, and anyone buying a lower grade test and getting a better score was then locked out of the market. Of course because of his direction of the market he got among the highest scores. And based upon those scores he is invited to pursue an independent study with one of the math professors.





ovedie


Mon Mar 08 2010


Ovedie's next assigned prisoner had been an investigative journalist. When she began working through the standard practices he was able to quote them back to her. He had studied psychology in school. She discussed the difficulties of the case with her husband when she went home in the evenings. The prisoner said he had come to terms with the pit in which he was kept, but his terms were a relation of opposition, even if the opposition was eternal - the same terms he had come to with the society. As she described the prisoner's ideas to her husband, her husband became concerned.





john hughes movie


Tue Mar 09 2010


Brad and Stephanie lay in bed drinking vodka. Stephanie was helping Brad finish a poem that he wants to give to Marilyn. In it Brad laid out his love for Marilyn, describing himself as living as a mendicant monk on the street outside the wall of her garden, so that he can be there to catch a glimpse of her as she goes out to the market or returns from school. Later, Marilyn received the poem gracefully and kissed Brad on the cheek. Marilyn left the poem in her bag where her boyfriend Sean found it. That night while Marilyn was in the shower Sean lay on the bed and read the poem.





tastes earthy


Wed Mar 10 2010


Merle and his wife Betty cook together. They're always looking for new dishes to try. They find a recipe that takes fifty years of slow boiling, curing, and fermenting various fruits and vegetables, and they decide to give it a try. In the meantime they raise two kids and change careers three times between them. Several times they almost give up on it. By the time the dish is ready to serve one of them has passed away but there are three grandchildren to share it with.





hankering


Thu Mar 11 2010


She lived with their daughter across town, where she painted in her garden. Once a year she would get a hankering for him, put her daughter with her mother, and move in with him for a couple of months. That was usually as long as she could stand him. He was always stressing out... about an upcoming root canal, about the wood floors that had to be replaced due to flood damage, and then again because the installers hadn't done it right. One day he asked her to drop something off at a friend's house, and it turned out to be drug delivery at which she was arrested. She decided to turn state's evidence against him.





loneliness moon


Fri Mar 12 2010


Lyla works at an emotion school. She has been assigned as lead on the project to get accreditation for their loneliness course. Once a student completes the loneliness course at an accredited school they are entitled to wear the moon and be eligible for sanctioned relationships. She does not wear the moon, but the liaison she is working with from the accrediting agency, Gene, does. He has begun to show interest in her.





contest


Sat Mar 13 2010


A group of college biology majors was on a study trip to a fossil dig. The researchers were pretty excited. They thought they might have found a new species of a large dinosaur. As a fun way to make sure the work is done quickly, the college students divided themselves into two teams, each taking an area of the dig, and then competed for how many bones they can extract and identify in a week. In order to make sure his team won, one of the college students dynamited the other area of the dig, destroying the remaining fossils there. The head researcher then had to figure out how to deal with this student - first of all how to place him under restraint.





reverto


Sun Mar 14 2010


A Briton family in the first century send their eldest son to Rome for education. When his father dies he is recalled to take over the family's interests. When he arrives back in Britannia he barely speaks the language, and he suspects his younger brother of coveting his position. He spends most of his time at the Roman governor's compound. His brother must convince him that he does not wish to unseat him and that the Roman support he can provide is needed to protect the family's interest from competing Briton families.





re-propose


Mon Mar 15 2010


The two of them rode their horses out of the village towards the transcendental gorge. Every 5 miles they stopped and he would propose again. He dismounted, took the ceremonial mat off of his saddle and rolled it out. He then knelt on it, took off his hat and lay it beside himself, looked up at her and asked, "Will you have me as husband?"

"No," she answered each time. She never dismounted. He then put his hat back on, rolled up the mat, strapped it to his saddle, remounted, and they rode on. For another five miles, when he did it again.

Finally they came to the edge of the gorge. He lay out the mat on the edge of the precipice, looked up at her once more from where he knelt, and said, "Will you have me as husband? If you will not, I will jump."

She thought, and said, "All right, I will."

He stood up, walked over to the edge of the cliff, and looked back over his shoulder at her. "That wasn't the deal," he said, and jumped.

"I know," she said to the now-empty air.





spycraft


Tue Mar 16 2010


My training as a spy began with my little sister, who kept her diary in a little quarto notebook. She soon discovered I was reading it, perhaps from the knowing glances I gave her across the breakfast table, or maybe it was the taunts I delivered on the playground at school. She put a lock on it, which I soon picked. Then she began writing in code. She started with easy stuff, like ROT13. Several subsequent methods involved a mapping table which I would have to find. Once when I was searching for this key I found another diary, which made me think that the encrypted one was a fake to throw me off. But then it occurred to me that perhaps the unencrypted one was the decoy. That was when I felt I really woke up to the possibilities of subterfuge.





abstract inflammation


Wed Mar 17 2010


The doctor lived nearby the monastery. One year he was called to treat a new monk named Simon. Simon had whipped himself with a birch bark switch. Simon had toxemia from drinking too much of his own urine. Simon was delirious after performing a novena with no breaks. The doctor came to think of these as outbreaks of the same disease, 'inflammation of the abstract.' The doctor received word that his daughter, who had moved away to a city in the south, had died in a car accident. The news was unreal to him. He could not relate it to the things he saw every day. He went to visit Simon to find out how to make it real enough to deal with.





playing for tips


Thu Mar 18 2010


When I was a child my uncle took me to the race track, and he usually went to the tipster to make his picks. I admired this tipster, and marvelled at his job. It was a job I wanted to have - not necessarily for horses, but I loved the idea of studying something interesting and then being able to sell my advice about that subject. After studying marine biology my former classmates thought I was a bit of a turncoat when I became a consultant for the fishing industry. In fact I met one of my classmates on the ocean - he was on Greenpeace's Rainbow Warrior 2, and I was on a tuna fishing boat. He knew I was on board and contacted us by radio. I went over to his ship to play a game of chess with him every day, and we tried to get information out of each other.





lychgate


Fri Mar 19 2010


The pall-bearers take the casket from the hearse to the covered gateway of the cemetery and wait for the minister. The minister is delayed in traffic, so they wait almost half an hour. One of the pall-bearers spends the time studying the graffiti on the pillars of the gateway. He wonders if he should add his own, and then ruminates on what it should be. He reaches a decision just as the minister arrives, and doesn't have a chance to add it during the service. He makes a point to come to the cemetery the next day in order to leave his mark.





rustling


Sat Mar 20 2010


Jared only ate half of the neapolitan slab of freeze-dried astronaut ice cream. He folded the package shut and hid it on the top shelf of one of the corner kitchen cabinets. A week later he remembered it and took it out and took a bite. He looked at it to see small ants swarming inside it. He lay in bed at night wondering what was going to happen to him after he died. He speculated that he might turn into an insect, or come back as an insect. In the dark quiet he wondered if he was already dead, if it was happening already. He couldn't stand the rustling of his father's newspaper, it made him think of insect wings. One night he felt a tickle in his throat and convinced himself it was an insect part growing there, and drank hydrogen peroxide to try and kill it. At the emergency room his mother made him write down what was going on. He was only able to write down very vague fears. She told him he might survive, which is what he needed to hear. He would have disbelieved any certainty.





restoration


Sun Mar 21 2010


Gunn moved away to try to get over that redhead. He went west, thinking he would be a cowboy somewhere. He wound up getting paid to be in barfights. He didn't know how to handle livestock of any kind. Since he was good at fights he tried being a bail bondsman, but he was drunk too much of the time. He started dating a local girl, who tried to clean him up. One night he beat her up, and the next day he was visited by her dad. "She won't press charges," said her dad, "but in return you have to let me help you straighten out." Gunn agreed. Her dad drove him out to his cabin to dry him out and put him to work. The second day out there the father made a pass at him.





reappropriate


Mon Mar 22 2010


The keyring was supposed to remind him to water her lilies, but he let them die. Their well was appropriated by the government troops and he had to buy bottled water or catch rainwater in a trap - and hide that from the soldiers too. It was almost enough to make him a rebel - except that the rebels were the ones that killed her. His promise to tend her garden was keeping him from joining up, but he failed at that as well. After joining the company he had trouble fitting in. Most of the younger soldiers were from the mainland, didn't have a personal stake in the war, and didn't want to fight next to someone who did. He discovered there were two gesture languages used by the troops. Which one you used marked you as in one camp or the other: true-believer or don't-give-a-fuck.





gatecrash


Tue Mar 23 2010


A teenage couple gatecrash a lynching. They break up after that, unable to face each other with their disgust at the cruelty of others and at their own cowardice.





dismantling


Wed Mar 24 2010


A time traveler tries to prevent the rise of Nazi Germany. As he works he periodically jumps ahead a few decades to make sure what he's doing is succeeding. On one of these trips he meets a veteran whose memories of the war haven't changed with everyone else, and who wants things back the way they were.





eyes


Thu Mar 25 2010


While at the checkout stand at the drugstore, buying skin care products and some socks, Stan looks up from his wallet to look at the girl behind the checkout and is bowled over by her eyes. They are brown with what looks like flecks of yellow in front and flecks of silver in the back, giving an impression that they are grey, but an impression that immediately advertises itself as false. The rest of her is unremarkable - her face is rather pudgy and a bit shapeless. He doesn't even notice her figure.

He walks out of the store in a kind of stupor, and puts his merchandise in his car. He walks around and is about to open his door but he decides he can't let this pass. He thinks he knows a portrait painter - he has to have an artist record those eyes. He heads back in to the store.





minimality


Fri Mar 26 2010


Two psychopaths debate whether humans are capable of infinite debasement. They kidnap two people from the airport: an old woman on her way to visit her child's family, and a young man who is a hare krishna. They are able to force the woman to do many disgusting things, especially by threatening her family, but eventually she gives up and becomes apathetic, almost catatonic. The young man, however, seems to sink into himself right away, and his awareness only surfaces to say, "no". They debate who is more human - the woman, who is motivated by a desire, or concern - some kind of engagement with the worldl or the young man, who can make more of a choice, but who is not as much part of the world.





the appropriate bird


Sat Mar 27 2010


Two members of a local men's club quarrel over the bird that the club should adopt within its logo. One favors the peacock, the other a locally prevalent subspecies of the coal tit. Splendour vs local pride. The peacock proponent visits a gypsy woman to cast an evil eye on his rival, then feels guilty when the latter is injured in a riding accident.





breath festival


Sun Mar 28 2010


The participants of the breath festival are all people who are coming of age that year. During the festival they are put into pits with smooth, unclimbable walls. Canisters of gas are dropped into the pits. When the nozzle of these canisters is opened, and the participant exhales next to it, mixing his breath with the gas, it solidifies. The object of the festival is for the young people to use their breath to build something to allow them to escape - a ladder, or staircase, for example. One year a young man concentrates on building elaborate decorative sculptures on the floor of his pit, and ignores the goal of escape. When rescue is finally attempted he breathes a roof over himself to prevent it. After initial sympathy, his parents come under scrutiny to see if they had knowledge of any kind of political statement he was trying to make. Or was it just an extreme act of art?





micro


Mon Mar 29 2010


Fred quit his job as a software developer to turn his hobby of brewing beer into a business. No need to obfuscate anything in this business, all the reactions are one-way and cannot be reverse-engineered. But a la Willy Wonka, a competitor comes out with a beer that tastes exactly like his. He fires everyone and tries to come up with another formula. He discovers that it was the government inspector who sold his secret. He plans to murder this inspector but is caught.





tainted spring


Tue Mar 30 2010


After a difficult hike all morning and most of the afternoon I came to a refreshing spring, from which I drank deeply. An old man came out of the nearby house and told me that the spring was going to make me sick. If I had drunk from it I was going to be bedridden for three weeks. He told me he would care for me in return for my working for him for six months after that. That didn't sound like a very good deal to me and I said so. I also accused him of lying.

"Fine," he said. "You can wander off and see if you can reach help in time. You will be doubled over in about three hours. I don't think there's another house within that distance. Or you can come in and have some tea (it'll help, believe me) and see what happens."

I was wary but uncertain, so I agreed. Yes I became ill. I don't remember much of those weeks. By the time I recovered I had been fitted with a slave collar. The old man refused to let me wear anything more than a sarong. He said he just wanted to be sure I held up my end of the bargain. Between us was always the threat of the spring. I continually thought of poisoning him with that water. Once he held me down in the middle of the field and threatened to pour a vial of it down my throat. And I still suspected that it wasn't the spring that poisoned me.





appeasement offering


Wed Mar 31 2010


The medicine man and his apprentice sat in a smoky hut. As the apprentice articulated the incantation he paused, repressed a sneeze and repeated a certain syllable three times. The medicine man's face stretched in fear. He called a halt to the ceremony and declared that one cow from each household must be sacrificed to avert disaster. One of the householders refused to give up a cow, and the medicine man led the rest of the community in his condemnation and ostracizing. The householder finally spitefully agreed to offer a sacrifice and the next morning presented the body of the apprentice.





April 2010




difficult perfume


Thu Apr 01 2010


The meat didn't want to go into the boiling water. It kept turning upside down and finally I had to add the wood resin first - that seemed to calm it down. I wanted to add the meat first, but it seemed like I couldn't do that without at least knocking it unconscious if not killing it, which would ruin the final result. When I presented the final batch to my teacher to inhale, she frowned at me and said, "You put the resin in before the meat." She poured the mixture over my head in front of the other students. I went back to my room and after cleaning up searched on my terminal for what else could calm down the meat. Maybe there was some kind of massage that would relax it enough for me to put it in the pot. What I found was disgusting, required using appendages I didn't have, and resulted in emissions that would change the recipe. Finally I hit upon a solution. What I had to do was use double the resin, and two pots. I boiled some resin just to calm the meat down, then put it into the second pot, into which I could add the rest of the resin at the proper time.





aftermath


Fri Apr 02 2010


Only during the flashes was I able to look around. What I at first thought it was a fluttering flag, was in fact billowing smoke. I ported back to the lab and the commander was there. "Ma'am, it looks like the capacitance wasn't clean, and our own devices took out our fieldworks."

"We shouldn't have deployed those devices. They needed further testing."

"It could have been an interference field they deployed." She refused to look at me. "You didn't have any other option." She was shutting down. "They don't know what we look like. We can leave and there's a chance they won't find us." She seemed apathetic, but still responsive enough at this point to let me lead her out.

It's been months now, and we haven't seen any other survivors. We haven't seen the enemy yet either, though I assume they've moved in. I'd like to talk about it with the former commander, as I think of her now, but what little talking she does is about basic needs. When I'm by myself now gathering food I remember winter mornings in the lab. I miss coffee the most.





revived


Sat Apr 03 2010


As a man nears retirement, and he has more free time, his thoughts drift into daydreams about the child he lost to a terminal illness 25 years before. Afterward he had thrown himself back into his work while his wife dwelled on the death, and they divorced. He hadn't wanted any keepsakes at the time. He thought that would keep his memories purer. Now his memories seem to be overtaking him, as if they grew stronger as they slept over the years, so that once they were fully re-awakened they are too strong for him. He visits his ex-wife who remarried and has step-children now. She seems to have found balance. Maybe she can teach him how she did it.





loss of containment


Sun Apr 04 2010


Nine year old Jake is at the park after breaking his fifteen-year-old brother's science fair experiment. His older brother Frank had raised sea monkeys. He had managed to rig up tanks with different water pressures, temperatures, and light levels. Frank was carrying them up from the basement to take to the car when Jake ran by and knocked them over. When he saw how angry Frank was, and his mom even, he bolted and went to the playground park a few blocks away. He imagines the incident as an environmental disaster - mutated sea monkeys are released that can float through the air and emit poison gas. His mother rushes to the mayor's office and emergency instructions are issued to the police and the fire department. A secret army department comes to rescue Frank so that he can help them mutate another animal to fight the sea monkeys. And his mom is angry at Frank because he didn't tell her he was working on the top secret army project in their basement.





coffee


Mon Apr 05 2010


Fran had just dropped out of college, but she got a job in one of the university's research labs. The project was testing the aphrodisiac effects of coffee on rats. She cleaned cages, kept the food and water stocked, and sat watching the rats with one of the grad students. "Are they having fun yet?" she always asked. As they sat together they both always had a cup of coffee. But no sparks ever flew for anyone but the rats. "Is this important to the survival of the human race?"

"It's important to the drug company funding the study."

She starte hanging out with this grad student outside the lab - she invited him to a book fair, a concert, and over to her apartment to watch movies. She liked him. They never got physical, however. It was unspoken, but they shared an understanding that to do so would be to submit to a programming that they don't want to submit to.





clean up


Tue Apr 06 2010


Latifa came home to find her sister dragging an old man out of the foyer of their apartment building. "God-dammit, what are you doing?" Latifah said. "You got to clean up this mess." Blood was splattered on the door, on the floor, and on the bulletin board.

"Let me at least get him out the door." Girl didn't even say sorry.

Latifah bent over the old man. One eye was covered in a bloody mess. The other was half open and glazed. It slowly blinked, once. "Fine. You get him out and out of the way. I'll go get something to clean this mess. Dammit. People will be walking through here girl." She stepped quickly back and forth over the scene to see how much she would need to clean up. She picked the hammer up off the floor and then bounded up the stairs. She came back down with paper towels and some bleach-based spray cleaner. She stepped through the door, holding it open as she looked around. She didn't see her sister or the old man. She called out her sister's name, but there was no answer. Dammit, she thought. Stupid girl. She turned back inside and set to work.

She tackled the floor first. She got a good first pass done on half of it when she heard footsteps coming from the front hallway. "Ma'am, what are you doing there?" She looked up to see a policeman.

http://www.dailyherald.com/story/?id=370594





pilgrims rest


Wed Apr 07 2010


A crowd of men walk through a desert, pulling a bus full of supplies. They reach a resting station in the early evening, where a guard turns on the showers for them. They are grateful for the chance to wash off the sweat and dust. After getting clean they sit in a large room on faded, threadbare cushions and gnaw at the blue crystalized food that someone hands out. One of the men starts a gambling game using the food crystals as pieces and as stakes. A player accuses the man who started the game of cheating. The accuser hurls the board at the other man. The crowd forces them outside into the sand where they fight. One of them kills the other and turns to the crowd in triumph. With bored looks and at a sign from an old man the crowd kills him too, then goes back inside to finish eating and to sleep before the next day's march.





tossed


Thu Apr 08 2010


We met for lunch. You were so gracious to agree to that. Again I was too slow, or too cowardly, to say any but a small part of what I wanted to say. I get tongue tied. What *did* I say - I can barely remember. Why do I start a conversation that I cannot finish and at the end of which I feel like a seven year old. At the end you said "So we're good" and all I could do was nod. I was floating on top of waves through the whole conversation, looking down through a barrier into another medium where things moved in a way I couldn't see clearly much less understand. And meanwhile I floated with no landmarks, growing queasy for all the buffeting I suffered.





firsts


Fri Apr 09 2010


Late in his twenties, Norton decided to write a memoir of his fourteenth year. It was a year of firsts. The first time he read C.S. Lewis: at the time, he was on vacation with his mother, staying at a bed and breakfast which has once been an abbey. It was a large place and he had the run of most of it. He kept looking for an empty room with a large wardrobe, and regretting the absence of other children. It was also the first year he mixed his own paints: he now keeps a garden in which he grows the plants whose extracts provide him with dyes. It was also the year his mother got married for the first time.





salvation's foil


Sat Apr 10 2010


Deleuze explains that Alice in Wonderland is teaching us that at the heart of any system of logic is nonsense, circulating through it to bring it to life. Frederic Jameson tells us that "ideologies of revolt, revolution, and even negative critique are - far from merely being 'co-opted' by the system - an integral and functional part of the system's own internal strategies." And in so many stories we have the criminal explain to the detective, or the devil explain to God or his agents, that "you need me, the bad, the sinner, to make the system of law, ethics and morality work."

Did anyone ever make the converse argument to Carpocrates? He founded an early Christian sect which believed that in order to free the soul from this world it had to go through every experience possible in the material world. The results were libertine. Did someone suggest to him that his lifestyle of total freedom was only possible by a kernel of restraint against which his freedom was defined - and perhaps those that practiced restraint were for this reason even more holy than the libertines? They make a sacrifice, staying in the material world in order to enable others to escape - similar in some ways to a boddhisatva.





dinner guest


Sun Apr 11 2010


The dinner guest is from the wife's family. All he wants to talk about is theology. After dinner he wants to smoke but the wife doesn't allow smoking in the house. The guest grabs the husband by the arm and drags him outside to continue their talk while he smokes. He wants the husband's opinion on a certain point, that he feels must have been covered during his conversion classes. The husband has finally had it, and without his wife physically there to restrain him he tells the guest that he doesn't believe in their religion, and he couldn't care less about the arcane points of theology the guest is trying to argue about. He converted for the marriage. The guest admonishes him that religious conversion is a serious matter. The husband starts to realize his blunder and how it might affect his marriage if this guy he's never met before starts a big argument with his in-laws. He wonders how he can recover from it, if at all. "Let me see if I can explain myself to you," he says. "I agree it is a very serious matter. But I had to weigh my convictions against my feelings for my wife."





burning barns


Mon Apr 12 2010


A trio of young teenagers - two boys and a girl - become pyromaniacs and burn down a few local barns. In order to dodge suspicion they travel by bus to a town some distance away and burn a barn there. During the fire, which they watch from a distance, they see strange explosions from the second story, and several objects are thrown into the field. The objects indicate that someone was doing something illegal in a makeshift lab in the barn: bomb making, or a meth lab. The people who run the lab track down the kids, who don't feel they can go to the police for help since they were also committing a crime.

With apologies to Faulkner.





ajar


Tue Apr 13 2010


A kore-fruit tree begn to grow in the 54th pen of the stone monolith stable, along with the attendant colony of kore-mice. We petitioned the officeholder to leave the door ajar so that the colony could easily feed the tree, and we could harvest the mice. The office-holder was several days away. Not anticipating any problems, we left the pen open. After a delay of two months, an official arrived to tell us that our request had been refused.





cage leaving


Wed Apr 14 2010


Can you resign yourself to terror? The key in war is to think of yourself as already dead. Does that apply to this run through the jungle, pursued by unseen panting nightmares? I often think it would be better to resign myself to defeat, yet I always find myself running again. Every morning I arise and chase away any celebration at my still being alive - I can feel it in my chest, a joy bubbling up that I either have to push back down, or let escape out of the birdcage of my ribs and close the door after it's gone so it cannot get back in again.





ur-bird


Thu Apr 15 2010


In order to economize, Leonard was living with his uncle Stan, a retired archaeology professor. Stan's favorite subject was the archaeopteryx, which he often referred to by the German "Urvogle," or a bastardzed English version of "Ur-bird". He kept a lot of pet birds. Leonard was trying to get his boutique custom book-binding business off the ground. A lot of his work was for theater and film companies. He picked up office work or even janitorial work on the side. He spent the rest of his time with his uncle. They went for walks. Stan would poke along with his cane along the pond in a nearby park, discoursing on the geese. Maybe it was on one of those walks that Leonard decided to start feeding him book binding glue in his lunch soup.





milady


Fri Apr 16 2010


Milady, I know you do not love me. I have given everything of myself to you. I have told you all of my secrets. I have told you all of the things I am ashamed of, all of my petty jealousies, pride and fear. And at your response I have felt like a seven year old. Now I have set myself the task of giving myself more secrets, to build hidden rooms within myself that you do not have access to, in order to stake out some part of me that was not laid bare and in thrall to you. So now when we ride to battle I don't stop at the battlefield. I ride into the town. I kill the children. I rape the old women. I have taught my horse to kick the dogs and step on the cats. But it hasn't really worked. I still cannot stay away, and I am at your parties every week. I still call on you and sit in your garden. I can never tell you some of the more horrible things I have done, because I'm afraid that it will change the way you think about me, which is still important to me. Even though it's not what I want, I don't want to make it worse.





magic notebook


Sat Apr 17 2010


One day at school Bob tells Tom that he has found a notebook with the answers to the biology test that afternoon. He gives Tom a copy of the answers, which works well - they both pass the test. Bob gives Tom more, including the basic contents for an individual essay that Tom has to write for his history class. When Bob asks to see the actual notebook, however, Tom puts him off. Tom enjoys increased success in his classes, and even gains popular friends. Bob confronts him about what other help the notebook is giving him. Bob wants the same help. He wants to see the notebook too. Tom continues to be evasive, and tries to tell Bob that the notebook wouldn't give him the same results. They come to blows when Tom starts going out with the girl Bob has been pining over.





counterbalance


Sun Apr 18 2010


Toby had a disturbing dream. He was sitting in his homeroom classroom at his middle school, in the little half-desk chair, in his seat in the fourth seat back in the far left row. The classroom was empty, except for a thin middle-aged man seated in the chair in front of him, turned around so that they were facing. The dream was a conversation with this man. He didn't say his name, but he introduced himself as a representative of someone for whom Toby was very important. The man tried to explain the situation in terms of particle physics. "Let me try to explain this - you know something about particle physics, don't you, Toby?"

"I wouldn't say so."

"But you're familiar with the idea of basic particles, from science fiction shows and so forth?"

"I guess so."

"And how each particle has an anti-particle?"

"OK."

"You probably know that if they meet, they destroy each other. But they are also born together - out of the hidden energy of empty space, sometimes is born a pair of particles, one the opposite of the other. And they are tied together, so that the state of one is balanced by the state of the other, no matter how far apart they might be."

"Yeah that's how they think teleportation might be possible some day."

"Maybe. Anyway you've got the idea. Well people are like that too. Sometimes people are born tied together, by ...well, you might call it fate. Even though they might be physically very far apart, what happens to one affects what happens to the other, throughout their life."

"Affects how?"

"Well, like with particles, a balance is maintained. And just like particles, it's not exactly cause and effect - but what happens to one is reflected in what happens to another."

"And I'm connected to someone."

"Yes. You are connected to a young woman, and your recent tragedies have affected her very strongly."

"How so? Is she sad now, or is she really happy? Is it like an opposite reaction?"

"Well, it's not as simple as I'm making it out to be. But, she has become aware of her relationship with you and has found a way to send me to talk to youu about it."

"You're saying that part of the effect of all the bad stuff that's happened to me has given her the power to do something about it, or to send you here."

"Based on your relationship to her, I'm not surprised you're so perceptive. Which means I can cut straight to why I'm here. This young woman has discovered a path open to her that will allow her to accomplish a great deal - not for herself, but for a lot of other people. But this path is a choice she will make not just for her, but for you. Your fate will be more clouded than, say, other people you will know."

"If she can... choose paths for the both of us, can't she just choose some path where we're both happy?"

"Understand, Toby, that things are already severely out of balance. To pull you up to a conventionally happy life would mean pumping a lot of bad things into her life. I don't think you're prepared to do that, if you're the kind of person I think you are. Your partner - I'd like you to think of her as that, your partner - is deeply aware of her responsibility to you. But she hopes, and I hope, that you recognize both of your responsibility to the others that she can help. In order to fulfill this responsibility, your fate will, as I said, be clouded - but she has found a path that gives you some moments of real ecstasy, heights unkown to many - even to her."

"It sounds like you're asking me to accept this, but it also sounds like I can't do anything about it anyway."

"Your choices matter, Toby. You can do things to change this, but I need you to understand that this is the best way for you as well as for her, and for countless others."

"Um. I need to know a lot more. Who are you, again?"

It was at this point that he woke up on the first night.





lost and found


Mon Apr 19 2010


The king's mother orders the prince killed. "You should have only daughters," she tells the king. Bodyguards spirit the boy away to the mountains where he grows to a young boy of 13. On a hunting expedition the king finds him again and rejoices that the wishes of his now-dead mother were not carried out. When he returns to the capital and sees how popular the boy is with the people, and how the palace eunuchs start coaching the boy in politics, he decides himself to kill the young man. He promulgates a report which blames the prince's death on the eunuchs and orders half of them killed as well.





tales of the fallowers


Tue Apr 20 2010


A group of spacefarers perform a variation of terra-forming: they de-industrialize worlds. The group originated in the impulse to reclaim for usefulness worlds that had succumbed to cultural fugue, returning the planets to a fallow state for some millenia. The group is divided into several contingents which act in concert but isolation - they all process a planet simultaneously, but have no contact with each other in order minimize biologic, technical or memetic contagion. On average one contingent is lost per engagement. Like Vinge's Qeng Ho the group trades in their discoveries. They run VR simulations to preserve sociologic permutations that might be of value. The techniques developed are eventually used offensively against functional societies.





truth in advertising


Wed Apr 21 2010


When an old man's aphrodisiac mushroom powder does not prove efficacious, he suspects that it has not been ground by virgins as advertised. He pursues the matter with the manufacturer, who defends his workers' virtue. The old man persists but is stonewalled by the proprietor, so he takes his vindication to the young women workers themselves. He follows them home and watches their comings and goings. He picks out one he suspects and hounds her until she confesses and throws herself in the river.





b-e soccer


Thu Apr 22 2010


Being an avid soccer fan, for her sophomore science display Melissa illustrated the concept of Bose-Einstein statistics with soccer balls as boson particles. To add some personality, in one corner of the display she put the famous 1999 photo of Brandi Chastain in her sports bra. Her display was confiscated by school officials as obscene.





disappointment


Fri Apr 23 2010


During a humanitarian disaster, the relief workers on the ground prepare with the victims for the logistics of how food will be distributed. The food arrives mouldy and has to be thrown out.





swarm


Sat Apr 24 2010


The astronaut found that the comm relay was out again. Its microring was once again gone. He began to think it was being eaten by an animal, or taken to be a part of its nest. He set up a camera and recorded what looked like a flying octopus wrapping itself around the comm relay apparatus. Life! Further study revealed it to be a swarm of smaller units. He believed he had found a colony-based life form, similar to Earth's social insects. But analysis finally revealed that it was a non-living reaction: the combination of minerals in the sand of that area had unique properties. Once the sunlight was removed each night, the particles were freed to react more strongly to the electromgnetic fields generated by the comm apparatus. They floated up and converged on it. They then reacted with the particular alloy of the microring to dissolve it. Back on earth the phenomenon was recreated and used in art installations, amusement parks, and haunted houses.





recolonization


Sun Apr 25 2010


The colony had grown in power, eventually eclipsing its mother city. It revolted and destroyed the mother city, scattering the inhabits in a diaspora. Now a woman spreads word that she has engineered a biological weapon, based on the colonial diet, that will kill a majority of the colonial population. She is trying to gather an army out of the diaspora that she can lead to wipe out whoever will be left.





noble


Mon Apr 26 2010


"I consider your tears noble," he said. "As in, the noble gases. Inert. Completely unreactive. That is to say, I find it impossible to react to them. I don't believe your tears. As far as I'm concerned your tears mean only that you may be regulating your temperature or the concentraion of salt in your eyes."

She didn't respond, just sat there weeping.

He continued. "Based on what I know of your past I can't believe that your feelings for me are genuine. And I have too much respect for the both of us to pretend they are. And for some reason you don't want to play it off as casual - you want drama, pre-packaged drama, it seems to me."

He left her there at the bar. She wound up going home with someone else, then walked home in the middle of the night, weeping again. He couldn't get to sleep for thinking of her.





driver


Tue Apr 27 2010


A couple on a several-day long camping hike get lost. Once they realize it they start conserving food and water. After two more days they haven't yet run out of enough energy to start arguing. Suddenly they come across a bus, that looks abandoned. But inside, taking a nap under a newspaper, is a balding gray-haired man. He gives them water from a cooler in the back of the bus and then gives them a ride to a park ranger station.





nest


Wed Apr 28 2010


A researcher comes up with a treatment for certain types of metastasized cancers. An injection of nanomachines builds a lattice of carbon tubes and then gathers the cancer cells around this scaffolding, producing an operable tumor. He has developed it for use on his wife, whose cancer has metastasized. However the tumor happens to form within her brain and it kills her. Later he visits with patients who were saved by his procedure.





bread


Thu Apr 29 2010


When Mary Ellen arrived at the boarding school she was assigned to work in the bakery, getting up early every morning to help make bread for the day. She makes friends by giving out extra bread. When the bread is found to be contaminated she is put under suspicion. One of her new friends sticks by her, and even continues to ask for the extra bread, which they share together in the empty gym during study hall.





weather


Fri Apr 30 2010


Larry designed the climate models for a popular virtual world. He made money by making deals with virtual real estate developers to give them the kind of weather they wanted: onshore wind for sailing spots, rainstorms for gothtown. There was some debate about whether that was ethical, but the company that built the world subcontracted out the programming of pieces of it. His contract lays out the basic functionality paid for by the hosting company, and then allows any extra detail to be marketed to other members of the world. Where not bound by contract, he creates weather to reflect his mood. He thinks of it as poetry. Some users start building strutcures which interfere with how his weather operates. He enters a kind of arms race with them.





May 2010




study in tense


Sat May 01 2010


I used to have a parakeet which I kept by the living room window of my aparment. One day I left the window open. I was reading in my bedroom when I heard a commotion from the living room.

Walking in I see a strange cat standing on its hind legs on the windowsill, with its front paws on the bird cage. I stand frozen, and the cat pushes the cage to the floor, which knocks the cage door open. In a flash the cat has jumped down and has his front paws inside the cage. I still have not moved. After another fifteen or twenty seconds of fluttering struggle the cat has the bird in its mouth and jumps up to the window sill. The cat stops and turns its head - but not back at me, I am ignored throughout tis procedure - only left and right to look here and there outside, to determine the safest way to go.

Afterward I tried to justify my inaction. Was it shock? It all happened so fast, I didn't have time to react. Was it fear? The cat might have been rabid. I was most afraid that it was pure fascination. I wanted to watch to see what would happen next.





revolve


Sun May 02 2010


He seemed more annoyed than defeated as he signed the document abjuring the former regime in which he had served as general. He was then driven to the hospital for the ceremonial amputation of his right hand. His arm was integrated with an electronic prosthetic. Years later a small group of young people visited him in his suburban apartment to try to recruit him into an armed resistance. They brought with them one of his old comrades who had disappeared during the war. He tried to argue them out of it. The young people became angry. One of them said he was being brainwashed by his fake hand, then attacked him to try and cut it off.





rub


Mon May 03 2010


A young priestess is captured by slavers during a raid of her travelling party. During inspection by an interested buyer she speaks out indignantly, informing them that she is a priestess. The buyer is intrigued. Does she know the secrets of the elixir used during the ceremony? She does. He buys her and takes her to an island community that uses the same elixir in its ceremonies. He wants to sell the elixir directly to the community and show the priesthood to be a fraud. He has secrety observed the priests' preparation and stolen one of the elixer-producing plants. She shows him that the plant needs to physically rubbed for a long time in order produce the elixir. Further, she shows him how in her temple they tied snakes around the plants and let the snakes do the rubbing. She still hates him. She tries to escape him and join the local temple, even though they view women as profane.





manifesto waiting room


Tue May 04 2010


Great things were accomplished in that office - we were careful not to make him lose his concentration. This is the story of us that waited in the hallway while he forged the new consciousness of his race, a new lamb as well as the sword on which to sacrifice it. Occasionally one or two of us would get called in to read over a passage and nod, and more rarely, asked an opinion about a turn of phrase. We would always come back out to the hallway glowing. A lot of people have asked me how long the writing took, because the stories vary so widely. Well, I can tell you it was long enough for Nell and I to have an affair together (in one of the back rooms) and then to break it off: but that's not as long as you think! I think we were more proud than he was when it was finished and we brought him to the balcony to wave to the crowds. He looked more dazed and tired than anything else. People also say that our job was harder than his, since our loyalties must have been conflicted. I certainly wouldn't want his job rather than mine. I can tell you that none of our loyalties ever wavered, though our sympathies were strained as we bundled him into the car and off to the questioning center. I have heard that in previous eras great writers were imprisoned and tortured *before* writing their manifestos. I wonder if their guards had an easier job than we.





resolve


Wed May 05 2010


Things were going well between them, but one Sunday morning as she went out to get some coffee it occured to Gail to leave Michael, to move out. He was going out to band practice in a couple of hours. She could stay out until she was sure he was gone. Then she could call her friend Jen and they could collect her stuff and put it in storage. Maybe Jen would give her a place to stay for a while. She doubted for a minute - maybe this was an idle fantasy. No. There was no use in thinking about it at all if she wasn't going to go through with it. Resolve was built in to the thought as it sprung into her mind. She decided that she would have plenty of time later to analyze how easy this was and the lack of any feeling of loss.





powdered


Thu May 06 2010


A pilot starts picking up hookers during his overnight stopovers, and they introduce him to drugs. Soon he is buying his own drugs, then in order to pay for them he starts smuggling them through his luggage. He is given a package to deliver to someone new and he suspects that it isn't drugs. He is watching cable news in a hotel a few days later and sees a story about an outbreak of a suspected biological weapon in the city in which he delivered the package. He freaks out and decides to turn himself in to the police.





discard bin


Fri May 07 2010


A dog and cat live in a suburban townhouse with a single woman. They speculate on her love life, based on her guests, how often she is not at home, and the clothes that she periodically throws away. A visiting raccoon also offers his opinions based on the other trash he sees.





ad-hoc midwife


Sat May 08 2010


A woman enters labor at a public bath/sauna and is assisted in the birth by another patron. This ad-hoc midwife turns out to be very knowledgable, as well as very opinionated. She convinces the new mother to go with a lotus birth - leaving the umbilical cord to dry without cutting it. She urges the new mother to rest. Her control escalates. She winds up taking the new mother hostage and trying to steal the child.





walnuts


Sun May 09 2010


On the way to school is a house with a walnut tree in the yard. Scott starts stopping to pick up a few nuts from the yard and pitch them at the tree. He starts leaving a mark. He talks about it at lunch one day and one of his friends says he'll stop by the next morning. They meet and try to hit the same mark, and make it bigger. The group soon grows to four of them, holding a contest with rules about how far back they must throw from and how close to the mark they must hit to earn how many points. Then one of their older brothers joins in and throws one of the walnuts at a girl passing by on her way to school. That kinda kills the whole thing for them.





